
 

 

 

Reading Pack – Table of Contents1 

 

 

1. Peace-building and Conflict Transformation: Definitions    .............................. 1 

International Alert Website, ‘What Is Peacebuilding?’ accessible at: https://www.international-

alert.org/what-we-do/what-is-peacebuilding ................................................................................................. 1 

Geneva Peacebuilding Platform, ‘White Paper on Peacebuilding’, p. 6-15, 2015 

https://www.gpplatform.ch/sites/default/files/White%20Paper%20on%20Peacebuilding.pdf  ..... 3 

Niklas L.P. Swanström and Mikael S. Weissmann, ‘Conflict, Conflict Prevention, Conflict 

Management and Beyond: a Conceptual Exploration’, Section 1: ‘Definition of Conflict and the 

Life Cycle(s) of a Conflict’, p. 7-18, Central Asia-Caucasus Institute and Silk Road Studies 

Program, 2005  http://www.mikaelweissmann.com/wp-

content/uploads/Conflict_Conflict_Prevention_and_Conflic.pdf   ........................................................... 13 

Berghof Foundation, ‘Glossary on Conflict Transformation: 20 Notions for Theory and Practice’, 

Chapter: ‘Transforming Conflict’, p. 145-152, 2012 https://www.berghof-

foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Books/Book_Glossary_Chapters_en/berghof_gl

ossary_2019_conflict_transformation.pdf  ....................................................................................................... 25 

2. Human Rights and Peacebuilding (Conflict Transformation)   ....................... 33 

Parlevliet, M. B., ‘Embracing Concurrent Realities: Revisiting the Relationship Between Human 

Rights and Conflict Resolution’, p. 6-9, 2019  https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/2560875/165882_01.pdf  

 ..................................................................................................................................................................................... 33 

Parlevliet, M. B., ‘Rethinking Conflict Transformation from a Human Rights Perspective’, p. 1-22, 

2010 https://www.berghof-

foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Handbook/Articles/parlevliet_handbook.pdf 37 

                                              

1 The links displayed in the Present Table of Contents were last accessed to on 11.10.19. This list is associated with the 

electronic versions of these extracts in PDF. Please note that these texts were collated to provide background 

information to the discussions held at ENNHRI’s Workshop on “Exploring the Role of NHRIs in Peacebuilding” (29-31 

October 2019) and as such reflect the views of their authors, and not necessarily those of ENNHRI.  

https://www.international-alert.org/what-we-do/what-is-peacebuilding
https://www.international-alert.org/what-we-do/what-is-peacebuilding
https://www.gpplatform.ch/sites/default/files/White%20Paper%20on%20Peacebuilding.pdf
http://www.mikaelweissmann.com/wp-content/uploads/Conflict_Conflict_Prevention_and_Conflic.pdf
http://www.mikaelweissmann.com/wp-content/uploads/Conflict_Conflict_Prevention_and_Conflic.pdf
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Books/Book_Glossary_Chapters_en/berghof_glossary_2019_conflict_transformation.pdf
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Books/Book_Glossary_Chapters_en/berghof_glossary_2019_conflict_transformation.pdf
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Books/Book_Glossary_Chapters_en/berghof_glossary_2019_conflict_transformation.pdf
https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/2560875/165882_01.pdf
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Handbook/Articles/parlevliet_handbook.pdf
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Handbook/Articles/parlevliet_handbook.pdf


 
 

3. Examples of the Role of NHRIs in Peacebuilding: General Overview   ......... 58 
United Nations OHCHR, ‘National Human Rights Institutions: History, Principles, Roles and 

Responsibilities’, Chapters: ‘National Human Rights Institutions in Situations of Conflict’ and 

‘National Human Rights Institutions in Post-Conflict Situations’, p. 139-146, 2010 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/PTS-4Rev1-NHRI_en.pdf  ....................................... 58 

Centre for Conflict Resolution, ‘National Human Rights Institutions, Conflict Management and 

Peacebuilding in Africa‘, Chapter: ‘Conflict at a Macro-Level: Peacebuilding’, p. 25-29, 2004 

http://www.operationspaix.net/DATA/DOCUMENT/5760~v~Seminar_Report__National_Human_

Rights_Institutions_Conflict_Management_and_Peacebuilding_in_Africa.pdf  ................................... 66 

University of Cape Town, ‘National Human Rights Institutions in Africa: Defenders of Human 

Rights, Managers of Conflicts, Builders of Peace?’, edited by Michelle Parlevliet, Guy Lamb and 

Victoria Makola, Chapter: ‘National Human Rights Institutions in Conflict Management and 

Peacebuilding’, p. 156-166, 2005  

http://www.operationspaix.net/DATA/DOCUMENT/5687~v~Defenders_of_Human_Rights_Mana

gers_of_Conflict_Builders_of_Peace___National_Human_Rights_Institutions_in_Africa.pdf   ........... 71 

4. Conflict Analysis   ........................................................................................................ 82 
Saferworld, ‘Conflict-sensitive approaches to development, humanitarian assistance and 

peacebuilding: a Resource Pack’ Chapter 2: Conflict Analysis, 2004, p. 1-10  

https://www.saferworld.org.uk/downloads/pubdocs/chapter_2__266.pdf    ...................................... 82 

5. Reconciliation  ............................................................................................................. 92 

Former Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights Nils Muižnieks, ‘Reconciliation 

Stalled in the Western Balkans’, Human Rights Comment, 21 November 2017  

https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/reconciliation-stalled-in-the-western-balkans    .. 92 

The Commonwealth, ‘Commonwealth Roundtable on Reconciliation’, Chapter: ‘the role of 

NHRIs in national reconciliation efforts in Kenya, Northern Ireland, Sierra Leone, Uganda’, p. 11-

13, 2013 

https://thecommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/organisation/documents/CRR%20report%20-

%20Final.pdf  ........................................................................................................................................................... 96 

6. Transitional Justice / Rebuilding the System of Justice   ................................. 99 

The Danish Institute for Human Rights, ‘The Role of NHRIs in Countries in Transition in the Arab 

World’, Chapter: ‘the Role of NHRIs in Re-Building the System of Justice’, p. 42-48, 2012 

https://www.humanrights.dk/sites/humanrights.dk/files/media/billeder/udgivelser/the20role20o

f20nhris20in20the20countries20in20transition20in20the20aarab20world20en.pdf   ...................... 99 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/PTS-4Rev1-NHRI_en.pdf
http://www.operationspaix.net/DATA/DOCUMENT/5760~v~Seminar_Report__National_Human_Rights_Institutions_Conflict_Management_and_Peacebuilding_in_Africa.pdf
http://www.operationspaix.net/DATA/DOCUMENT/5760~v~Seminar_Report__National_Human_Rights_Institutions_Conflict_Management_and_Peacebuilding_in_Africa.pdf
http://www.operationspaix.net/DATA/DOCUMENT/5687~v~Defenders_of_Human_Rights_Managers_of_Conflict_Builders_of_Peace___National_Human_Rights_Institutions_in_Africa.pdf
http://www.operationspaix.net/DATA/DOCUMENT/5687~v~Defenders_of_Human_Rights_Managers_of_Conflict_Builders_of_Peace___National_Human_Rights_Institutions_in_Africa.pdf
https://www.saferworld.org.uk/downloads/pubdocs/chapter_2__266.pdf
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/reconciliation-stalled-in-the-western-balkans
https://thecommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/organisation/documents/CRR%20report%20-%20Final.pdf
https://thecommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/organisation/documents/CRR%20report%20-%20Final.pdf
https://www.humanrights.dk/sites/humanrights.dk/files/media/billeder/udgivelser/the20role20of20nhris20in20the20countries20in20transition20in20the20aarab20world20en.pdf
https://www.humanrights.dk/sites/humanrights.dk/files/media/billeder/udgivelser/the20role20of20nhris20in20the20countries20in20transition20in20the20aarab20world20en.pdf


 
 

 

Ralf Possekel, Speech at the occasion of the Autumn Talks Conference (Berlin, 2018), ‘Justice 

and Law in Post-Conflict Societies? European Experiences and Perspectives’, p. 4-7, 2018 

https://austausch.org/files/DRA/Publikationen/Herbstgespraeche/23.03%20DRA%20brochure%

20AT%20eng%20web_compressed.pdf  ...................................................................................................... 106 

7. Dialogue and Mediation   ....................................................................................... 108 

Mediateur: European Forum for International Mediation and Dialogue, ‘Mediation Practice: 

Lesson Learned Concepts and Methodology’, Chapter: ‘Mediation and Dialogue in Specific 

Processes’, p. 7-22, 2015 http://themediateur.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Annex-

14_Dialogue-Guidance-Handbook_WEB.pdf   ............................................................................................ 108 

8. Women’s role in Peace Processes   ...................................................................... 123 

European Parliament, Study Commissioned at the request of the FEMM Committee, ‘Women’s 

Role in Peace Processes’, Chapter: ‘Women’s Inclusion in Peace and Transition Processes’, p. 25-

31, 2019 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/608869/IPOL_STU(2019)608869_E

N.pdf   ...................................................................................................................................................................... 123 

9. Local actors and peacebuilding   .......................................................................... 130 

Peace Direct, ‘Local Peacebuilding: What Works and Why’, Chapter: ‘Community-Based 

Initiatives’, p. 10-23, 2019  https://www.peaceinsight.org/reports/whatworks/   ............................. 130 

 

  

https://austausch.org/files/DRA/Publikationen/Herbstgespraeche/23.03%20DRA%20brochure%20AT%20eng%20web_compressed.pdf
https://austausch.org/files/DRA/Publikationen/Herbstgespraeche/23.03%20DRA%20brochure%20AT%20eng%20web_compressed.pdf
http://themediateur.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Annex-14_Dialogue-Guidance-Handbook_WEB.pdf
http://themediateur.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Annex-14_Dialogue-Guidance-Handbook_WEB.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/608869/IPOL_STU(2019)608869_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/608869/IPOL_STU(2019)608869_EN.pdf
https://www.peaceinsight.org/reports/whatworks/


 
 

Annex: Other References for Further Information 

 

Kyiv Declaration on the Role of National Human Rights Institutions in Conflict and Post-Conflict 

Situations, 2015 http://ennhri.org/IMG/pdf/the_kyiv_declaration.pdf  

 

General Observation 2.5 to the Paris Principles, ‘NHRIs during the situation of a coup d’état or a 

state of emergency’, adopted by the Bureau of the Global Alliance of NHRIs (GANHRI) at its 

Meeting held in Geneva, Switzerland, 6 March 2017 

https://nhri.ohchr.org/EN/AboutUs/GANHRIAccreditation/General%20Observations%201/Forms/

Default%20View.aspx 

 

Asia Pacific Forum, A Manual on National Human Rights Institutions, Chapter 21 ‘NHRIs in Conflict 

Situations’ p. 247-256, Chapter 20 ‘NHRIs and Groups at Particular Risk of Human Rights 

Violations’, p. 219-246, 2018 

https://www.asiapacificforum.net/media/resource_file/Manual_on_NHRIs_Oct_2018.pdf 

 

Berghof Foundation, ‘Glossary on Conflict Transformation: 20 Notions for Theory and Practice’, 

2012 https://www.berghof-

foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Books/Berghof_Glossary_2019_eng.pdf 

 

Cate Buchanan, ‘Pathways to Peace Talks: Supporting Early Dialogue’, Conciliation Resources & 

Accord, 2019 https://www.c-r.org/accord/pathways-peace-talks  

 

Teresa Whitfield, ‘Mediating in a Complex World’, Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, Oslo Forum 

Background Paper, 2019 https://www.hdcentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Mediating-in-a-

complex-world.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://ennhri.org/IMG/pdf/the_kyiv_declaration.pdf
https://nhri.ohchr.org/EN/AboutUs/GANHRIAccreditation/General%20Observations%201/Forms/Default%20View.aspx
https://nhri.ohchr.org/EN/AboutUs/GANHRIAccreditation/General%20Observations%201/Forms/Default%20View.aspx
https://www.asiapacificforum.net/media/resource_file/Manual_on_NHRIs_Oct_2018.pdf
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Books/Berghof_Glossary_2019_eng.pdf
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Books/Berghof_Glossary_2019_eng.pdf
https://www.c-r.org/accord/pathways-peace-talks
https://www.hdcentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Mediating-in-a-complex-world.pdf
https://www.hdcentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Mediating-in-a-complex-world.pdf


10/11/2019 What is peacebuilding? | International Alert

https://www.international-alert.org/what-we-do/what-is-peacebuilding 1/2

What is peacebuilding?

Peacebuilding is about dealing with the reasons why people �ght in the �rst place and supporting societies to
manage their differences and con�icts without resorting to violence.

It aims to prevent the outbreak, escalation, continuation and recurrence of violence, so can take place before, during
and after con�icts.

It is a long-term and collaborative process, as it involves changes in attitudes, behaviours and norms.

 

What contributes to peace?
To understand peacebuilding, we need to appreciate the factors that contribute to peace, the absence of which can
potentially lead to con�ict. Peace is when:

everyone lives in safety, without fear or threat of violence, and no form of violence is tolerated in law or in
practice
everyone is equal before the law, the systems for justice are trusted, and fair and effective laws protect people’s
rights
everyone is able to participate in shaping political decisions and the government is accountable to the people
everyone has fair and equal access to the basic needs for their wellbeing – such as food, clean water, shelter,
education, healthcare and a decent living environment
everyone has an equal opportunity to work and make a living, regardless of gender, ethnicity or any other aspect
of identity

Peacebuilding approaches often refer to ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ peace. This is used to denote a transition from
violence to peace, which can be seen in two phases: improved stability and ‘positive peace’.

Stability means the absence of violence, when people can get on with their lives after the �ghting stops. This return to
normality is welcome. But stability frequently masks the reality that grievances or other causes of con�ict have not
been addressed and may erupt again.

Because of this, this period has been dubbed ‘negative peace’, which helps explain why a third or more of peace
agreements break down.

How change 
happens...

By understanding 
the root causes of 

conflict

And 
influencing 
others with 

evidence

And supporting 
people with the skills 

to resolve conflict 
without violence

 Then people
and institutions
  will have the
    skills, knowledge
        and power to  
             pursue peace
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The challenge is to use periods of stability to build longer-term, ‘positive’ peace. This means achieving improvements
in governance, and in fair access to economic opportunities, justice, safety and other aspects of wellbeing, such as
health, education and a decent environment in which to live.

These are the factors that, taken together, provide people with the resilience that allows them to deal with their
differences and con�icts without violence.

What does peacebuilding involve?
Peacebuilding approaches and methods are varied and diverse, but they all ultimately work to ensure that people are
safe from harm, have access to law and justice, are included in the political decisions that affect them, have access to
better economic opportunities, and enjoy better livelihoods.

Some of the ways in which this can be achieved are through:

engaging in various forms of diplomacy
strengthening democracy and inclusive politics (e.g. electoral frameworks, active citizenship initiatives, etc.)
improving justice systems (e.g. anti-corruption initiatives, constitutional reforms, access to justice initiatives,
truth commissions, etc.)
working to improve general security
working together with business and trade to create sustainable jobs or improve their employment practices
improving infrastructure and urban and rural planning
including peace education in curricula
creating free and inclusive media
improving healthcare
making development programmes in con�ict areas more sensitive to con�ict dynamics

Importantly, peacebuilding is done collaboratively, at local, national, regional and international levels. Individuals,
communities, civil society organisations, governments, regional bodies and the private sector all play a role in building
peace.

The term peacebuilding was brought to international attention in 1992, when former UN Secretary-General Boutros-
Ghali announced his ‘An Agenda for Peace’.
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6 White Paper on Peacebuilding

INTRODUCTION

Inspired by the original notion of a “white paper” in government circles, this White Paper on Peacebuilding 
seeks to stimulate debate over the challenges, opportunities and future perspectives of building peace in 
conflict-affected states and societies. It is not a consensus document and does not seek to be conclusive. 

On the contrary, the White Paper attempts to give voice to, and capture, a multitude of diverging views and 
perspectives. 

This White Paper is a reflection of a collaborative process involving conversations with over 100 peacebuilding 
professionals from all regions working at the community, national and international levels; the drafting of 
20 background papers; and a variety of discussions and consultations. This data gathering process has been 
designed from the bottom up and has been as inclusive as possible. The initiative sought to capture the personal 
views of individuals from a wide range of backgrounds in diplomacy, international organizations, business, civil 
society and academia. 

The aim of this exercise was to incorporate a range of voices and perspectives into on-going discussions over 
the future of peacebuilding, while recognizing that a tremendous amount of work already exists in policy and 
scholarly communities.1 The background papers commissioned for the process, which are released jointly with 
this White Paper, already demonstrate the diversity of views on how countries and societies themselves can most 
effectively move towards sustainable peace, and about the assistance by the UN and other international or local 
actors.  
 
Why is such a broader conversation necessary? First, the next decade will see more pressures on states and 
societies – and likely more conflict. These pressures can emerge, for instance, from demographic trends 
(population growth, increasing urbanization), economic trends (more inequality and unemployment), power 
shifts (changing constellations, diffusion of power, less control by states), climate change (more natural disasters 
and climatic fluctuations) and new conflict dynamics (geo-political tension, more chronic violence, new threats).2 
Rising pressures will likely increase the risk of conflict. In some regions, this conflict could be violent. In order to 
face these challenges, peacebuilding and prevention capacities need to be developed further and rendered more 
effective. 

The second reason has to do with the perception of peacebuilding. The fortunes of many states and societies 
have significantly changed over the last decades. Many new actors based in emerging economies have become 
more confident to assert their interests in different forums and contexts, including with respect to peacebuilding. 
This change has led to different perspectives about ‘what’ peacebuilding might be at international or local levels, 
as well as about the ‘how’, ‘why’, and ‘who’ in peacebuilding. Amid these changes, a broader conversation is 
demystifying peacebuilding and the diversity of practice that it entails. 

Over the last 20 years, peacebuilding practice has grown in extent and professionalism. Much of this practice 
involves the use of dialogue, trust-building, and consensus-seeking processes to resolve or manage conflict 
through non-violent means. However, despite the growth in experience, peacebuilding practice is often poorly 
implemented. The White Paper, therefore, also points to a thriving field of practice and underused capabilities. 

1  See for instance the two recent four-volume compendiums collecting over 200 key works on peacebuilding. V. Chetail and O. Jütersonke (eds), Peacebuilding (Abingdon: Routledge, 
2014); and R. Mac Ginty (ed), Peacebuilding (London: Sage, 2014).

2  See Background Paper No. 14; and National Intelligence Council (NIC) Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds (Washington D.C. NIC, 2012); Martin Commission for Future Generations, 
Now for the Long Term (Oxford: University of Oxford, 2013); J.C Glenn, T.J Gordon, and E. Florescu, State of the Future 2013-2014 (Washington D.C.: The Millennium Project, 2014).
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7White Paper on Peacebuilding

The White Paper is divided into four parts. The first gathers perspectives on the global context of the 
peacebuilding field. The second points to key challenges to peacebuilding practice, while part three highlights 
key opportunities. The fourth part presents a reflection of future perspectives for building peace. Annex 1 
details the process and methodology applied by this White Paper. Annex 2 presents a table of contents of the 
background papers. Supporting evidence is included in the footnotes.

1. The global context of the peacebuilding field

Many regions face transforming security landscapes. Key elements driving these transformations include 
chronic political instability, persistent social volatility and conflict, the proliferation of non-state armed groups 
and transnational actors, disputes over land and natural resources, weak state systems, and recurring cycles 
of violent competition over the state or markets. These transformations manifest themselves differently across 
regions but are particularly powerful in the Middle East and North Africa; East, Central and West Africa; Eastern 
Europe; Southeast Asia; and Central and South America. Some societies in these regions face an erosion of the 
social fabric, albeit for different reasons. This erosion is not new, but has intensified in many regions as a result of 
climate change, unconventional conflict and violence, geo-political disputes, transnational organized crime and 
terror networks, as well as growing inequality. In light of these challenges, peacebuilding practice is being put to 
the test. 

The characteristics of violent conflict have changed. New types of armed actors with fluid affiliations 
are defining many conflict theatres. At the same time, fewer instances of violent conflict fall into the classic 
categories of ‘inter-state’ or ‘civil’ wars. The majority of violent deaths occur outside those major conflict zones 
that are usually represented in the global media.3 There is also a much greater awareness about the differing 
impact of violence on women, children, and elderly people.4 The scale of violent deaths is of particular concern 
to countries that are characterized as facing ‘chronic violence’, for instance in Central and South America, but 
also in many major cities across all continents, which has significant social and economic consequences.5 At 
the same time, geopolitical tensions are rising and lead to new conflict dynamics as noted for instance in the 
background papers on Northeastern Asia, Europe, and Central Asia. What is more, new threats to states and 
societies are developing, including through the proliferation of precision strike capabilities, cyber instruments, 
and bioterror weaponry.6  

Power has become more diffuse. There is a growing number of actors that play an ever more important 
role in peacebuilding, be they state, non-state or sub-national actors such as cities. Many actors engage with 
peacebuilding outside existing institutional frameworks and are using different labels to advance their efforts 
and interests in a specific context. Interviews revealed that, at the city level, the growth of practice networks 
has allowed local mayors to respond better to urban violence. At the same time, communication technologies 
have contributed to the emergence of new networks including different configurations of state and non-state 
actors.7 In the peacebuilding field, such processes have created spaces outside of – yet often connected to – 
intergovernmental organizations. What is more, the diversity of actors in these spaces raises new questions.  
For instance, ‘What is the division of labour between different actors in supporting national or societal ownership 
of peacebuilding?’, ‘What is the link between efforts occurring at different levels?’, or ‘Can peacebuilding occur 
without an inclusive vision of the peacebuilding process across different levels?’.

3  Human Security Report Project, Human Security Report 2013: The Decline in Global Violence (Vancouver: Human Security Press, 2014); Geneva Declaration Secretariat, Global Burden of 
Armed Violence: Lethal Encounters (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

4  World Health Organization (WHO), Global Status Report on Violence Prevention (Geneva: WHO, 2014).

5  United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Citizen Security with a Human Face: Evidence and Proposals for Latin America (New York: UNDP, 2013). 

6  NIC, Global Trends 2030, 67.

7  See NIC, Global Trends 2030, op.cit.
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8 White Paper on Peacebuilding

State capacities and functions are challenged in many regions of the world. Most of the regional 
background papers and many interviewees agreed that some states have limited capacity to provide people with 
security, welfare and representation.8 In some parts of Central and South America, states have lost control of 
power, authority, and territory to organized criminal actors; in some parts of the Middle East and Africa this has 
happened to transnational armed groups. In most regions, territorial control by states is contested, in many cases 
violently. This outlook stands in contrast to the prevailing operating principles of international governmental 
organizations and inter-state processes that are based on national sovereignty and relationship to governments.

National, regional, or societal systems are likely to be increasingly stressed in the future. The 
background studies and several interviewees underline that key stress factors relate to hydrocarbon resources, 
land, small arms, social marginalization, climate change, and rapid urbanization. These stress factors are well 
known and documented.9 The background studies emphasize that the discovery of new hydrocarbon resources 
and large scale infrastructure projects are increasing pressure on existing national and societal systems. This 
is especially the case in East Africa, Southeast Asia, and Central and Southern America. They also highlight 
that social marginalization and the frustration of young people is a central challenge to peacebuilding given 
existing political, social and economic systems. In parts of Central and South America, continuous exclusion and 
stigmatization of large youth populations has led to ‘chronic’ violence. 

There is a lack of confidence in institutions that prepare for and address risks to peace. The background 
papers illustrate that the practice of many UN institutions has become increasingly driven by institutional 
incentives. This trend is particularly clear in the Middle East and in different parts of Africa and highlights that the 
incentive to maintain and fund a specific institution, mandate, department or position has tended to trump the 
purpose of said institution or department.10 This incentive has made institutions less agile to adapt to changing 
contexts and has fortified professional silos around different concepts. In some contexts, this has also led to a 
gap between institutional practices and local needs for peacebuilding support.11    

2. Challenges for peacebuilding practice

Peacebuilding directed by external interveners is no longer a politically and practically viable 
approach. The regional background papers point to an increasing self-confidence amongst many state and 
societal actors in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. This is evidenced by their willingness to challenge the 
often paternalistic approaches of outsiders attempting to control peacebuilding dynamics on the ground. 
‘Outsiders’ is generally understood as foreign donors, international organizations or international non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) that want to affect political dynamics in a specific region or context. This 
is especially the case in Central Asia, Central Africa, and South America where stronger, more centralized 
governments have pushed back on UN activities labelled as ‘peacebuilding’. These observations contribute 
to a growing evidence base that shows a disconnection between peacebuilding at the grass-roots level and 
action by international organizations and bilateral donors.12 They also reveal the complexity behind the terms 

8  Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Supporting Statebuilding in Situations of Conflict and Fragility: Policy Guidance (Paris: OECD, 2011).

9  United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), 2005 World Summit Outcome (New York: United Nations, 2005); United Nations, The Report of the High-level Panel of Eminent Persons on 
the Post-2015 Development Agenda (New York: United Nations, 2013); World Bank, World Development Report 2011: Conflict, Security and Development (Washington D.C: World Bank, 
2011); OECD, Think Global, Act Local : Confronting Global Factors that Influence Conflict and Fragility (OECD : Paris, 2012). 

10  Such institutional processes  are well understood, see for instance M.N. Barnett and M. Finnmore, ‘The Politics, Power and Pathologies of International Organizations’, International 
Organization 53:4 (1999), 699-732.

11  S. Autesserre, The Trouble with the Congo: Local Violence and the Failure of International Peacebuilding (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); P.Uvin, Life After Violence:  
A People’s Story of Burundi (London: Zed Books, 2009).

12  See for instance M. Bradbury and S. Healy (eds.) Whose Peace is it Anyway: Connecting Somali and International Peacemaking (London: Conciliation Resources with Interpeace, 2010);  
M.B. Anderson, D. Brown, and I. Jean, Time to Listen: Hearing People on the Receiving End of International Aid (Cambridge: CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, 2013);  A. Donini, L. 
Minear, I. Smillie, T. van Baarda and A.C. Welch, Mapping the Security Environment: Understanding the Perceptions of Local Communities, Peace Support Organizations and External Aid 
Agencies (Medford: Feinstein International Famine Centre, 2005).
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‘ownership’ or ‘participation’ in a peacebuilding process.13 ‘Ownership’ is too often understood as purely relating 
to governmental authorities with ‘participation’ being restricted to elites. However, societies are much more 
complex, and governments and elites may not possess sufficient legitimacy to speak credibly of societal ownership 
of peacebuilding processes.14 The notion of ownership should therefore be understood in a wider sense and 
include other actors such as political parties, civil society actors, businesses and state actors at different levels.

Many peacebuilding professionals observe a reduction of operational space to build peace. From 
stronger anti-terror legislation, through pressures by state elites, to normative frameworks – there is a sense 
that building peace has become more constrained.15 Many interviewees noted the frequent gap between 
the willingness of individual peacebuilders to take risks for peace – sometimes involving significant personal 
danger – and the risk-averse attitudes of donors and international organizations. The latter also tend to favour 
relationships with state actors, a tendency that in some regions has made it more difficult to build peace. 
Especially in the Middle East and Central Africa, peace builders are struggling to have their voice heard as 
prevailing responses focus on militarized or securitized approaches to deal with violent conflict. Even though 
these approaches also constrain peacebuilders in Central and South America, there has nevertheless emerged 
a new space for peacebuilding practice in these regions due to the evident failure of heavy-handed securitized 
approaches to reduce crime and criminal violence.16 Leadership at the national and sub-national level has also 
advanced alternative approaches to heavy-handed policies against drug-related and criminal violence.17 

There has been a shift towards a securitization of peace and development work. Most states and 
international organizations have shifted their way of dealing with conflict and peace towards securitization 
strategies, as seen recently in West and Central Africa and the Middle East. A similar tendency exists in the 
handling of urban security.18 In many regions of the world, peacebuilding approaches have been swept aside 
by the discourse and practices of securitzed approaches to manage violent and non-violent conflict. This is a 
concern for many peacebuilding professionals, who see securitization as a limited, and often counterproductive, 
way of dealing with underlying threats to peace. The dominance of the securitized approaches may be attributed 
to much more consistent and powerful lobbying, by political and commercial interests in the defence sector. In 
contrast, the peacebuilding field has no strong and consistent governmental or private sector lobby in its support.

The absence of a shared perception of what constitutes ‘peacebuilding practice’ remains a challenge. 
The regional background papers and many interviewees emphasize that peacebuilding can mean something 
different to different policy communities.19 While perceptions are never identical in any specific community, there 
is a tendency by state representatives and officials from international organizations to associate peacebuilding 
practice with the UN, its peacebuilding architecture or operational departments. Many peacebuilding 
professionals with strong field experience (including many from the UN) distinguish between the community-
level, cross-sectorial and bottom-up nature of peacebuilding practice on the one side and politics within the UN 
related to their own peacebuilding activities on the other. But at the field level, many people simply get on with 
doing what is needed to build peace and do not worry about definitions.

13 T. Paffenholz, ‘Civil Society and Peace Negotiations: Beyond the Inclusion–Exclusion Dichotomy’ Negotiation Journal 30:1 (2014), 69-91. 

14 A. Ramsbotham and A. Wennmann (eds), Legitimacy and Peace Processes: From Coercion to Consent (London: Conciliation Resources, 2014).

15 See also K. Mackintosh and P. Duplat, Study of the Impact of Donor CounterTerrorism Measures on Principled Humanitarian Action, Independent Study Commissioned by UNOCHA 
and the Norwegian Refugee Council, July 2013; S. Hasbeslagh, ‘Listing Terrorists: The Impact of Proscription on Third-party Efforts to Engage Armed Groups in Peace Processes – A 
Practitioner's Perspective’, Critical Studies on Terrorism, 6:1 (2013), 189-208; J. Arnault, ‘Legitimacy and Peace Processes: International Norms and Local Realities’, in Ramsbotham and 
Wennmann, Legitimacy and Peace Processes, 21-25.

16 UNDP, Citizen Security with a Human Face, op cit.

17 Global Commission on Drugs, Taking Control: Pathways to Drug Policies that Work (Rio de Janeiro: Global Commission on Drugs, 2014); O. Argueta and A. G. Táger, Paz, Seguridad y 
Prevención de Conflictos en Centroamérica (Guatemala City: Coordinadora Regional de Investigaciones Económicas y Sociales, 2014); O. Jütersonke, R. Muggah and D. Rodgers, ‘Gangs, 
Urban Violence, and Security Interventions in Central America’, Security Dialogue 40:4/5 (2009), 373-397.

18 S. Graham, Cities Under Siege: The New Military Urbanism (London: Verso, 2011).

19 M. Barnett, H. Kim, M. O'Donnell, and L. Sitea, ‘Peacebuilding: What Is in a Name?’ Global Governance 13:1 (2007), 35-58.
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The institutionalization of peacebuilding within the UN has yielded limited practical results. Different 
background papers note that ‘UN peacebuilding’ is still linked to a sequential approach to conflict, to a 
normative attitude of liberal internationalism and to an operational framework focusing on the deployment of 
missions. Consultations in New York and several interviewees also highlight that, in spite of the creation of the 
Country-Specific Configurations (CSCs), the positive impact of the UN Peacebuilding Architecture (PBA) has 
been limited, with the exception of individual efforts by CSC Chairs and the Peacebuilding Fund (PBF). They also 
highlight that discussions on ‘peacebuilding’ within the UN tend to focus on the place of peacebuilding within 
the UN’s organizational structure and on the functioning of the PBA. They note a steady decline in interest in 
peacebuilding within the UN system and that ‘turf wars’ and wrangling between different UN Members States 
have prevented the Peacebuilding Commission (PBC), the PBF and the Peacebuilding Support Office from 
becoming more effective actors. These observations were echoed in several analyses in preparation for the PBA’s 
10-year review.20 

The emergence of ‘peace industries’ has changed incentives for peacebuilding practice in many 
regions. Many interviewees share the feeling that for-profit motives are playing an ever more dominant role 
for organizations to advance peacebuilding programmes, especially in conflict and post-conflict situations with 
significant donor interests. Many interviewees attributed this trend to the increased competition for resources 
after many country-level programmes experienced a funding crunch. Key trends have also included the artificial 
inflation of the range of interventions from local NGOs or UN programmes, and prioritized resource mobilization 
to cover overhead costs rather than delivering on needs and ensuring local ownership. Some interviewees 
highlighted an increasing intellectualization of peacebuilding support. At the individual level, there is the parallel 
development of seeing peacebuilding as just another career path motivated by advancement, but not necessarily 
by values and commitment to peace in a specific context.

The number of NGOs has risen, but their contribution to peacebuilding is not always clear or effective. 
Some regions have seen the emergence of a mosaic of NGOs that respond to various financial and programme 
incentives of foreign donors. NGOs are also perceived as a vehicle for leveraging external political influence on 
local political systems. This mushrooming of NGOs stands in contrast to the limited development of broader 
political platforms, such as political parties, as a systematic expression of political views and will. In many regions, 
NGO landscapes remain fragmented and efforts towards participatory politics have been opposed by ruling 
parties or governments. Especially in the Middle East, as well as North, East and Central Africa, there is limited 
trust shown towards NGOs as it is unclear which agenda a given NGO is really pursuing. Many NGOs exhibit a 
high degree of linkage to business, government, or international interests. 

Peacebuilding practice does not sufficiently address the role of actors and institutions based in 
developed economies in shaping conflict and peace dynamics. Several interviewees observed that 
international actors tend to localize responsibility for violent conflict, while local actors often point to the 
behaviour of actors based in developed countries – in terms of policy choices and consumption patterns – as 
key factors for conflict dynamics. In the Americas and Asia, this trend can be illustrated around the issue of drug 
trafficking where the predominant focus has been on the supply rather than the demand side. In Africa, South 
America and South East Asia the trend can be illustrated by the issue natural resource exploitation and the role 
of firms that are incorporated in industrialized or emerging economies. European peacebuilding policies are 
usually insensitive to the consequences that may arise abroad as a result of European political decisions and the 
involvement of European actors.

20 S. Hearn, A. Kubitschek Bujones and A. Kugel, United Nations “Peacebuilding Architecture”: Past Present Future (New York: Centre on International Cooperation of New York University, 
2014); M. von der Schulenburg, Rethinking Peacebuilding: Transforming the UN Approach (New York: International Peace Academy, 2014); Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation (DHF),  
The Peacebuilding Commission´s Impact and Engagement, Workshop Report (Uppsala: DHF, 2013).
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3. Opportunities for peacebuilding practice

Peacebuilding is a field that constantly adapts to change and strives for creative solution. The ability to 
adapt within the difficult circumstances of peacebuilding processes and to find novel ways of tackling new and 
old problems is a tremendous resource of the peacebuilding community. In peacebuilding contexts, adaptability 
and creativity frequently translates into the fact that peacebuilding professionals are taking considerable personal 
risks on a daily basis. Changing practice has also been driven by a diverse set of actors ranging from different 
government departments, non-governmental organizations, religious groups, companies or local community 
leaders. However, advances in peacebuilding practice have frequently been contingent upon the leadership 
of individuals within a broader institutional framework – be it in government, an international organization, 
a company, or civil society. Within the UN, there has been a focus on architectures for peace, peace and 
development advisors and mediation support.21 In business, a focus on non-securitized risk management has 
become a more prominent part of investment and operations.22 Various faith-based organizations have an 
advantage in the form of a grassroots network of peacebuilders. 

There is considerable potential for regional organizations to engage in peacebuilding. The regional 
background papers point out that there are existing or nascent regional organizations in South East Asia, 
Southern Africa, East Africa, and Central and South America and Europe. Interviews revealed that cooperation 
among regional organizations and with the UN have improved in recent years and have been facilitated by, for 
instance, staff exchanges, informal debriefs, or a series of inter-institutional arrangements. Some background 
papers suggest that placing peacebuilding coordination within the regions would be preferable to a centralized 
peacebuilding architecture in New York. For instance, the North Africa background paper argues for a stronger 
role of regional organizations to address the current regional challenges. But interviews also point to challenges 
for a decentralized peacebuilding architecture, especially with respect to the internal political divisions and weak 
practical capacities of some regional organizations. Beyond regionalization, peacebuilding support has also 
started to move towards specific country compacts, as recently evidenced in East Africa.23

Urban settings offer many opportunities to strengthen peacebuilding practice. Cities today are economic 
magnets and a source of opportunities for many. They are also sites of grinding poverty and great inequality in 
access to services, including basics such as housing, schooling, health care, food, transportation, security, and 
justice.24 In many poorer neighbourhoods and slums, concentrated deprivation goes hand-in-hand with high 
levels of violence. The regional background papers on Central and South America highlight that securitized 
and heavy-handed responses against criminal violence and drugs did not work. They also underline that such 
approaches even tended to increase violence and generate new conflicts. However, these regions have also seen 
diverse approaches emerge that seek to resolve conflict and build peace through integrated non-militarized and 
non-securitized approaches.25 In Central and South America these approaches evolved as part of citizen security 
or urban safety initiatives, and a closer interaction with peacebuilding practice could assist city leaders to more 
effectively reduce violence and build peace in urban centres.  

The UN remains relevant for peacebuilding, especially as a diplomatic forum. As the world’s foremost 
forum of states, the UN contributes to national political transformation, particularly through diplomatic 
accompaniment. Such diplomatic accompaniment can include mediation functions under the Secretary-General’s 
good offices mandate or the facilitation of relations between governments and multilateral and bilateral donors 

21 C. Kumar, ‘Building National Infrastructures for Peace: UN Assistance for Internally Negotiated Solutions to Violent Conflict’ in S. Allen Nan Z. Mampilly and A. Bartoli (eds),  
Peacemaking: From Practice to Theory (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2011) 384-399.

22 B. Ganson (ed), Management in Complex Environments: Questions for Leaders (Stockholm: International Council of Swedish Industry, 2013).

23 S. Hearn and T. Zimmerman, A New Deal for Somalia? The Somali Compact and its Implications for Peacebuilding (New York: CIC-NYU, 2014).

24 WHO, “Urban Population Growth” (Geneva: Global Health Observatory, n.d.); Humansecurity-cites.org, Human Security for an Urban Century: Local Challenges, Global Perspectives 
(Ottawa:  Human Security Research and Outreach Programme of Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada and the Canadian Consortium on Human Security, 2007).

25 R. Muggah and K. Aguirre, Mapping Citizen Security Interventions in Latin America: Reviewing the Evidence (Oslo: NOREF, 2013).
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through the PBC’s CSCs. However, in some regions there is an observable trend towards a loss of legitimacy on 
the part of the United Nations – notably in North and East Africa and the Middle East – which will limit the role 
that the UN can play in these regions.

The ten-year review of the Peacebuilding Architecture and the High-Level Independent Panel on 
Peace Operations are opportunities to strengthen peacebuilding practice inside and outside the UN. 
The ten-year review and the High-Level Panel are expected to increase attention on issues of peacebuilding 
among UN member states. They may also review the effectiveness of the UN’s prevailing operational model on 
peace and security based on ‘missions’ and ‘deployments’. Although the PBA review is likely to focus on the 
institutional manifestations of peacebuilding support within the UN system, increased Member State attention 
to peacebuilding is an opportunity to highlight the changing nature of peacebuilding practice. Many non-
governmental actors also see the review as an opportunity to call for a more systematic relationship between the 
PBA and civil society organizations. At present, the PBC’s role is focused mainly on increasing the coordination 
of peacebuilding between different UN departments and agencies, as well as Members States, excluding the 
participation and contribution of civil society organizations.

There is an ever growing pool of technical expertise. Overall, there is increasing technical knowledge 
on different theoretical and practical aspects of peacebuilding.26 Peacebuilding expertise is scattered across 
many different sectors, including academia, governments, international organizations, international NGOs, 
businesses and different types of local actors. Although many actors resist control of a peacebuilding process by 
foreign actors, different government or civil society actors in conflict-affected contexts frequently seek external 
support with respect to technical assistance. This assistance can be related to expertise in mediation support, 
process design, security sector reform, or a variety of thematic areas. Due to these requests, there is now a 
set of international actors that provide technical assistance to a whole array of local governmental or non-
governmental actors. According to various local peacebuilding professionals interviewed for the White Paper, 
additional work is needed to connect the technical expertise of local actors to international policy making to 
ensure that flows of expertise goes both ways – from international to local and from local to international levels. 
Many international organizations continue to favour international over local expertise and analyses of macro over 
micro dynamics.27

South-South exchanges about peacebuilding practice need to be promoted further. Peacebuilding 
practitioners in all regions have stories to share about the lessons learned and different approaches to resolving 
conflict and building peace. But in many cases there are few mechanisms for mutual learning and exchange of 
experience within continents and especially between different regions. A better exchange about peacebuilding 
practice could expand the evidence base on the effectiveness of specific approaches. 

26 A. Odendaal, Local Peace Committees and National Peacebuilding (Washington D.C.: United States Institute of Peace, 2013); M.Brandt, J. Cottrell, Y. Ghai and A. Regan,  
Constitution-making and Reform Options for the Process (Geneva: Interpeace, 2011); K. Pappagianni, National Dialogue Processes in Political Transition, Civil Society Dialogue Network 
Discussion Paper No.3. (Geneva and Brussels: Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue and European Peacebuilding Liaison Office, 2014); R. Ricigliano, Making Peace Last: A Toolbox for 
Sustainable Peacebuilding (Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, 2012).

27 P. Justino, T. Brück, and P. Verwimp (eds), A Micro-level Perspective on the Dynamics of Conflict, Violence and Development (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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4. Future perspectives for building peace

Demystifying peacebuilding practice to build peace better. Many background papers and interviewees 
point to a gap between local needs for building peace and what international organizations and donors supply.28 
The practice of peacebuilding within the UN system has also led to a perception of peacebuilding as an ‘outside 
intervention’ through ‘missions’ or ‘programmes’, and that peacebuilding mainly occurs at the level of states 
and international organizations. This perception does not coincide with the experience of other peacebuilding 
communities that stress the community-based origins of peacebuilding, as well as its multi-stakeholder, context-
sensitive, inclusive, and bottom-up nature. Broadening the discussion about peacebuilding practice in specific 
contexts and what effective support looks like is important to foster more prosperous and peaceful societies.

Strengthening peacebuilding as prevention of violent conflict by building on local expertise. The 
prevention of violent conflict is a major challenge for local and international actors as underscored by recent 
crises in Eastern Europe, the Middle East, North and Central Africa as well as by continuing trends of chronic 
violence in Central and South America. Many interviewees noted the inherent limitations to strengthening 
prevention within the UN due to political sensitivities. This White Paper highlights the importance of local actors 
and approaches for peacebuilding. Such local expertise holds much potential for the prevention of violent 
conflict. The question then becomes how to link the local knowledge with governing bodies at different levels 
in order to take the necessary measures to act and defuse tensions at an early stage. Especially in South and 
Central America, progress has been made in establishing observatories as monitoring and early warning tools.29 
There is also a growing evidence base about the effectiveness of prevention strategies in the public health field 
that could serve to inspire peacebuilding practice.30 

Integrating information, communication and networking technologies into peacebuilding approaches. 
The last decade has seen a rapid expansion of new technologies that have changed the way people 
communicate, network and share information. While there are regional variations, the internet is estimated to 
have 2.5 billion users globally, and 6 billion people are estimated to have access to a mobile phone.31 More work 
is needed on how the integration of new technologies can make peacebuilding practice more effective. While 
many technologies have created stronger in-group identities by creating stronger bonds between like-minded 
individuals, the task for peacebuilding is to connect people across conflict lines. New technologies also create 
new network approaches to programme or campaign strategies that can foster a new way of working for the 
peacebuilding field. But open questions remain, especially with respect the role of technology in monitoring and 
evaluation, inclusive process designs, or information management.  

Targeting decision-makers for a change in perception of peacebuilding practice. Change within 
institutions is driven – and resisted – by individuals. Although bureaucracies have a tremendous ability to ‘out-
wait’ dynamic change-makers, there are decision-makers who are willing to make institutions engage more 
effectively in building peace. An avenue to target decision-makers is through initiating analysis and debate 
about the role of leadership in international organizations and national governments in advancing peacebuilding 
practice. Such a debate can draw on officials with experience of field work, multi-sectorial partnerships, and 
context-sensitivity. A specific group could be leaders in media organizations to help change the style in which 
conflict and political transitions, as well as peacebuilding practice, is reported.

28 See also S. Autesserre, Peaceland: Conflict Resolution and Everyday Politics of International Intervention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

29 P. Eavis, Working Against Violence: Promising Practices in Armed Violence Reduction and Prevention (Geneva: Geneva Declaration Secretariat, World Health Organization (WHO), Violence 
Prevention: The Evidence (Geneva: WHO, 2011).

30 WHO, Global Status Report on Violence Prevention, op.cit. 

31 Martin Commission for Future Generations, Now for the Long Term, op.cit., 22.
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Creating networks between local change-makers. The White Paper interviews reveal that there are many 
courageous individuals working to build peace on a daily basis. Very often they are building peace at great 
personal risk and with very little protection of themselves or their family and friends. These change-makers can 
work at different levels and in different sectors including government, local communities, business or the media. 
While they can go about their work with ingenuity and flexibility, they often do not have adequate access to 
expertise and experience from change-makers in other parts of the world. Women at the local level can play 
particularly important roles as network creators or mediators in situations in which other actors are either 
unwelcome or do not dare to tread. An informal support network for local change-makers could strengthen 
South-South exchanges on effective peacebuilding. Such a network could also assist in informing discussions on 
peacebuilding at the policy level in New York, Geneva or other policy hubs.

Transforming peacebuilding support. Assistance to building peace is about supporting local actors building 
peace by lending expertise and advice to locally-shaped and guided plans and processes. Peacebuilding is not 
a ‘mission’ or a ‘programme’. More work is needed in order to understand the workings of accompaniment, 
especially with respect to differentiated roles and responsibilities. For instance, diplomatic accompaniment of 
governments could be carried out through the UN, including though the PBC. Professional networks have been 
more independent and flexible in providing accompaniment with expertise than state-based institutions. 

Finding new funding models for peacebuilding. Many peacebuilding professionals interviewed for 
this White Paper suggested that the model of funding peacebuilding through external donors will become 
increasingly unsustainable. Foreign funds may not only dry up in times of budget constraints, they also distort 
the peacebuilding space by providing incentives for specific peacebuilding approaches that may be ill-suited to 
a particular context. The reliance on outside support can also reduce the long-term prospects of peacebuilding, 
prevention and violence reduction efforts, as it tends to reduce the ownership of these efforts by local actors. 
Issues of control of financing mechanisms are extremely context specific.

Monitoring trends in the financing of peacebuilding. There is currently no monitoring system of patterns 
and flows of peacebuilding funding. A better understanding of the scale and type of support provided 
to peacebuilding could be gained by establishing a baseline for assessments on trends in the financing of 
peacebuilding. Such monitoring could focus on the financing of all activities that support approaches using 
dialogue, trust-building, and consensus-seeking processes to resolve or manage conflict through non-violent 
means. Attempts to clarify patterns and trends in the financing of peacebuilding could draw on the experience 
of the humanitarian and development fields as well as their efforts to gather annual statistics about trends  
and flows. 
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CONCLUSION

T he voices and perspectives gathered in this White Paper, as well as in the background papers that 
accompany this publication, are now ready to be injected into a broader discussion about the 
opportunities, challenges and future of building peace. This discussion is urgent. The voices heard 

through the White Paper process underline that many states and societies are facing transforming security 
landscapes. In some regions, the effects of climate change, rapid urbanization, or geopolitical tensions are not 
a future scenario but a contemporary fact. As a contribution to this discussion, this White Paper has gathered 
a wide spectrum of perspectives built on a collaborative multi-stakeholder process. The result is a contribution 
to a growing evidence base of peacebuilding practice, and to a better understanding of the global and regional 
contexts within which peacebuilding practice is undertaken.
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SECTION 1:  

Definition of Conflict and the Life Cycle(s) of a Conflict 

Conflict 

Definition of conflict 

The perception of threat, or actual occurrence of conflict, is necessary for 
the initiation of conflict prevention or management measures, and hence 
it is essential to address the concept of conflict before exploring how to 
prevent and manage such occurrences.  

The first step is to understand what a conflict is made up by exactly. The 
starting point for this paper is the traditional definitions of conflicts 
(presented below), according to which a conflict is the result of opposing 
interests involving scarce resources, goal divergence and frustration. The 
paper then addresses more recent perceptions of the conflict concept. We 
suggest that conflicts should not be defined simply in terms of violence 
(behavior) or hostility (attitudes), but also include incompatibility or 
“differences in issue position” (Positiondifferenzen)7 Such a definition is 
designed to include conflicts outside the traditional military sphere and is 
based on behavioral dimensions.  

                                                 
7  Ernst-Otto Czempiel, Internationale Politik; Ein Konfliktmodell (Paderborn: Schöningh, 
1981), 198-203. 
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According to Mitchell, the 
conflict structure consists 
of three parts: attitudes, 
behavior and situations that 
interact and create conflicts 
between actors. 8  Mitchell’s 
conflict structure simplifies 
the complex reality in an 
understandable way (Model 
1). The model was created 
for political and military 
conflicts, but is also 
applicable to the changes in 
perception of conflicts that 
the international 
community has experienced 
- economic, environmental 
and human security have 
became fundamental 
aspects of international and 
regional interaction. 
Mitchell’s model is able to 
incorporate this. However, this model is complicated by the fact that 
conflicts often occur in mixed-motive relationships where the involved 
parties both have cooperative and competitive goals and Mitchell’s model 
seems to have neglected this pluralistic/multifaceted/more complex 
dimension to the relationship. 9 The competitive element creates conflict 
and the cooperative element creates incentives to negotiate an 
agreement.10 There are, however, studies that confirm that conflicts tend 
to occur even when the involved parties have highly compatible goals.11 
This can be explained by including frustration, obstruction, and 
interference in the definition. The theoretical framework presented here 
has been adjusted to leave room for an interpretation of conflict which 
                                                 
8 C.R.. Mtchell, The Structure of International Conflict (London: Macmillan, 1981), 55. 
9 Kwok Leung and Dean Tjosvold, Conflict Management in the Asia Pacific: Assumptions and 
Approaches in Diverse Cultures (Singapore: John Wiley & Sons, 1998); Walton, R. and R. 
Mckersie, A Behavioural Theory of Labour Negotiations (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965). 
10 M. Deutsch and M. Krauss, “Studies in interpersonal bargaining”, Journal of Conflicr 
Resolotion, vol 6 (1962). 
11  M. Deutsch, The Resolution of Conflict (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973). 

1. The situation impacts the behavior (failure to reach targeted 
goals, especially important goals, creates frustration and increases 
the willingness to reach these goals).  

2. The situation impacts attitudes (incompatible goals increase the 
suspicion and distrust between the actors). 

3. Behavior impacts the situation (success can introduce new 
questions in the conflict as demands increases). 

4. Behavior impacts the attitudes (destruction increases hatred, 
success can impact the group solidarity and the notion of "us"). 

5. Attitudes impact the behavior (expectations such as "our 
traditional enemies will attack again" will impact the defensive 
planning and preventive actions). 

6. Attitudes impact the situation (the longer the conflict continues 
the more questions will be introduced). 

Model 1: Mitchell’s Conflict Model 
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includes tensions, misunderstandings, political and economic interests, 
and historical animosity.  

A conflict has generally been defined as a situation in which two or more 
parties strive to acquire the same scarce resources at the same time.12 
Scholars generally agree that there needs to be more than one part to have 
a conflict, and that the time factor is important. What does cause concern 
is the term scarce resource. The central point in this argument is scarcity, 
but resources need also be included in the discussion. Peter Wallensteen 
has pointed out that resources are not only economic in nature,13 and that 
the terminology might miss conflicts involving economic orientation, 
human security, environment, historical issues, etc. Such conflicts are not 
necessarily about resources, and when they are, these resources are, more 
importantly, not necessarily scarce. A conflict is, moreover, in many 
cases based on perceptions, rather than on attitudes or behavior as it has 
generally been defined.  

When discussing the concept of conflict, perception should be included as 
a central concept since the conflicts and the opponent’s intentions often 
are defined according to subjective perceptions. There could be an 
abundance of space for agreement in a conflict, but if the parties perceive 
the conflict as being impossible to resolve or the opponent to be 
untrustworthy this might not help in resolving the conflict. The 
normative disputes (often subjectively defined) are also left out of the 
rational definitions. These disputes involve religion, values and beliefs 
and do not always have a military outcome. In conclusion, we suggest the 
following definition of conflict: perceived differences in issue positions 
between two or more parties at the same moment in time. 

The Life Cycle(s) of a Conflict 

A conflict is not a static situation, but a dynamic one – the intensity level 
changes over a conflicts’ life cycle. An understanding of the conflict cycle 
is essential for an understanding of how, where and when to apply 
different strategies and measures of conflict prevention and management. 
Over time, numerous suggestions and models of conflict patterns have 

                                                 
12 Peter Wallensteen, Från krig till fred - Om konfliktlösning i det globala systemet (Stockholm: 
Almqvist & Wiksell, 1994), 14-15; Peter Wallensteen, Understanding Conflict Resolution War, 
Peace and The Global System (London: Sage Publishing, 2002),  16. 
13 Peter Wallensteen, Understanding Conflict Resolution War, Peace and The Global System 
(London: Sage Publishing, 2002), 16-17. 
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been put forward. Among these models and suggestions, a number of 
patterns stand out. Conflicts tend to be described as cyclical in regard to 
their intensity levels, i.e. escalating from (relative) stability and peace 
into crisis and war, thereafter deescalating into relative peace. Most 
scholars also agree that these cycles are reoccurring. This proposition is 
strongly supported by empirical research on conflict patterns. Here, it 
should also be noted that many scholars add stable, sometimes called 
durable, peace as an additional phase in which the conflict is considered 
resolved – i.e. the reoccurring pattern of the conflict has been stopped. 
Also, most models divide both the escalation and de-escalation of the 
conflict cycle into phases. It can also be noted that in many cases the 
conflict model has taken the form of a U, or an upside-down U. 

The division into phases, and the cyclical perception of conflict, has also 
become the starting point for research on conflict prevention, 
management and resolution. In principle, conflict prevention, conflict 
management and conflict resolution are regarded as applicable in 
different phases of a conflict. In sum, conflict prevention measures are 
designed for the early phases, before a conflict has become manifest 
(open). Management measures are applied in later phases when a conflict 
is manifest, but before violence has occurred. Conflict resolution could, 
on the other hand, be applied in the de-escalation phase after a violent 
conflict has occurred.14 As illustrated below, the division into phases is a 
much simplified description of reality. Also, there are disagreements both 
within the academic and the policy community, as well as between the 
two as to how these measures should be understood and applied. 

The model of the life-cycle of conflicts presented here includes both the 
conflict process itself and possible prevention, management and 
resolution measures (Model #2). This conflict cycle is presented in the 
form of an upside-down U-curve, illustrating a conflict cycle in its most 
simplified form, i.e. the rise from stable peace to war and the de-
escalation to stable peace. The model presented below is an ideal model of 
the conflict cycle, an analytical construction developed to simplify 
analysis. As will be noted in the coming section (see “Different conflict 
curves”), this model is simplified and is not always in line with the 
empirical reality.  

                                                 
14  The authors however argue that resolution can be applied in all phases as soon as the 
conflict is manifest. 
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The curve is divided into five levels of conflict intensity (stable peace, 
unstable peace, open conflict, crisis, and war) in a total of nine 
chronological phases. Stable peace is a situation where tension between the 
parties is low and there exists different forms of connections and 
cooperation between them, often including economic and environmental 
cooperation, as well as cooperation within other non-sensitive issue-areas. 
During a period of unstable peace, tension has increased. This is a situation 
where, albeit the existing negative peace, the tension between the parties 
is so high that peace no longer seems guaranteed. An open conflict is when 
the conflict is defined and the parties have taken measures to deal with it, 
even if militarized options are not adopted. In the crisis phase, the risk of 
war is imminent and militarized options are the preferable or likely 
option. There may be sporadic violence between the parties at this stage, 
but there is no regular open violence. In the war phase, on the other hand, 
there is widespread and intense violence. In the de-escalation phase the 
pattern is reversed, moving from war to crisis, through open conflict and 
unstable peace to finally reach a situation of stable peace.  

War 
 Peace enforcement  

Crisis Crisis management  Peace keeping 

Open  
conflict Conflict management  Conflict management 

Unstable 
peace Direct prevention  Peace building 

Stable  
peace Structural prevention  Peace consolidation 

 
Early stage Mid-stage Late-stage 

Duration 
of conflict 

Conflict 
intensity 

level 

Escalation Phase De-escalation Phase 

Model 2: The Conflict Cycle 
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Just as the phases of the conflict cycle are important, the connection 
between conflict prevention and conflict- and crisis managing needs to be 
developed further. The easiest way to separate between the concepts is by 
focusing on the time factor. Starting with conflict prevention, it is by 
definition applied before the conflict has become open and violent, i.e. to 
prevent a conflict from emerging in the first place (or to prevent a 
conflict from re-escalating in a post-conflict phase). Conflict prevention 
measures are effective at the levels of stable- and unstable peace before a 
conflict has become manifest. Here, it is important to differentiate 
between structural- and direct preventive measures. The former are most 
applicable in the stable peace phase and consist of structural measures 
that often aim at specific groups or issues such as economic development, 
political participation or cultural autonomy. The benefits of applying 
structural measures at an early stage is simply that the acceptance of 
preventive measures tends to be higher at low levels of inter-party 
suspicion and hence more far-reaching and institutional measures can be 
implemented. If structural preventive measures are implemented at an 
early stage, including both the building of institutions and development 
of trust and (longer-term) cooperation, they decrease the perceived need 
to, and hence risk of, escalating a potential conflict issue into the level of 
unstable peace. The more pronounced a conflict becomes the more 
specific measures it requires. At the same time, structural measures are 
loosing importance as a probable strategy.  

In the unstable peace phase, the direct preventive measures are directed at 
issues with a shorter term goal in mind, i.e. to reduce tension and create 
trust between the actors. Simultaneously, the window of opportunity for 
longer-term initiatives, such as the building of institutions, fades away 
slowly and the conflict becomes more issue specific and more costly in 
financial and political terms. Direct preventive measures can, for 
example, be formal or informal workshops dealing with the possible 
conflict issues. They can also aim at creating openness in certain fields 
such as the military, reducing military spending, or achieving cooperation 
in rescue operations. Other examples include sanctions, coercive 
diplomacy, the dispatch of special envoys, and problem-solving 
workshops. It should be noted that the border between structural and 
direct prevention is unclear and that aspects of the two are often 
overlapping.  
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Conflict management and crisis management do, on the other hand, 
involve tactics that are enforced when violent conflict is deemed likely 
(conflict management) or imminent (crisis management), but before a 
situation escalates into war. Conflict management can be enforced, as 
soon as the conflict has been identified by the actors, as an effort to 
reduce tension and prevent further escalation. Direct measures, such as 
reduction of military forces, third party intervention, informal and 
formal communication or general CBMs, can be designed to handle the 
conflict and reverse destructive behavior into constructive. The measures 
are often bilateral as questions many times are sensitive and not seen as 
threatening at this stage. However, multilateral forums, such as the UN, 
are increasingly being used.  

Crisis management is employed in the short time frame before a war is to 
erupt, when the conflict escalates rapidly and the time for management 
measures is limited. This period is characterized by a scarcity of time and 
other resources to address the conflict, as well as inadequate information. 
Crisis management entails more drastic measures than conflict 
management and aims at containing the outbreak of militarized conflicts 
with all available means. Examples of such measures include third party 
intervention by actors such as NATO or the UN. Some analysts also 
view preventive strikes as possible conflict- and crisis management 
measures. However, in this paper, conflict and crisis management 
measures do not include preventive strikes and similar extreme military 
measures. 

During the stage of war, neither prevention nor management is possible. 
Military means are used as the primary tool, even if political, economic 
and social tools are used simultaneously to decrease the opponent’s 
willingness and/or capability to fight. At this stage, the actors either have 
to fight things out until reaching a so-called hurting stalemate where both 
parties realize the need to end the conflict, or peace has to be enforced by 
external actors. At this stage there are of course many different measures 
that could be utilized, but few of these are peaceful. One example of a 
measure is to prevent military conflicts from spreading to other states or 
regions. It should be noted that there often is a great reluctance to allow 
external intervention before war tiredness and a hurting stalemate has 
been reached.  
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If the militarization of a conflict is temporarily controlled, either through 
a peace treaty or a cease fire, it may be possible to reverse the positions of 
the actors and make them adopt more constructive behavior. Initially, the 
focus is on separating the actors and preventing further mistakably or 
deliberate escalation (peace keeping). This stage is comparable to the 
crisis stage in the escalation phase and often involves third party actors 
that assist with peacekeeping and/or monitoring. When the more 
imminent threats of re-escalation have been dealt with, further 
opportunities exist for less short-term and direct measures, and the 
conflicts move into the conflict management phase. There is still a risk 
for escalation, but no imminent threat of war. When the conflict has 
deescalated further, a phase of peace building follows, which gives room 
for more long-term measures. Finally, if the peace building efforts meet 
with success, the conflict moves to the peace consolidation phase where 
the aim is to make actors more cooperative and create an inclusive peace 
for all involved parties. In other words, the de-escalation phase shares 
many similarities with the escalation phase. 

The later stages of peace building and peace reconciliation are often 
financially costly and require enormous political and economic 
commitment from the international community as well as the involved 
actors. This is not to mention the economic and social costs that affect 
the population at large, but especially the poorer sections of society. Thus, 
the conviction that resolution and other mechanisms applied to deal with 
conflicts have to be introduced after the conflict is militarized is 
humanitarian as well as financially unsound. In general, the measures 
used in the de-escalation phase are often much more financially and 
politically demanding than pro-active measures in the escalation phase. 
Furthermore, measures taken after a war often have to involve third 
parties, like the UN or stronger military actors that can guarantee 
security for all actors involved, which is not needed to the same extent in 
the escalation phase. This takes a lot of political compromises and intense 
negotiations in an environment that lacks trust. Without exception, trust 
is lacking after a militarized conflict and trust between the involved 
parties is tremendously difficult, although not impossible, to rebuild. In 
the real world, there are often no, or limited, trust until the peace 
consolidation phase has been initiated.  

Finally, a few comments need to be made in regard to conflict resolution 
measures. Such measures may in fact be initiated in all levels of the 
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Model 3:a 

Model 3:b 

conflict curve, although some authors confine such actions to after the 
militarized phase. We disagree to this conclusion, as it is, of course, 
possible to resolve differences in issue positions without going to war. 
Indeed, the Cuban missile crisis, the dispute in Cyprus, the border 
conflicts between China and Kyrgyzstan are all examples of conflicts and 
crisis that were handled or resolved before war erupted. 

Different conflict curves 

A development of the single conflict curve model 

As mentioned earlier, in reality the conflict cycle is re-occurring over 
time and passes through the different stages over and over again. In an 
ideal model of the conflict curve,, a conflict moves trough all stages in 
each cycle until the conflict is eventually resolved. In this case, the upside 
down U-curve will look 
like a wave of U-curves, 
reaching the level of war 
and then de-escalating to 
the level of stable peace, 
until the conflict is 
ultimately resolved (if 
ever) (model 3:a).15 

However, it should be noted that in reality all waves of the conflict do 
not look the same. The conflict cycle in figure 3:a simply does not 
correspond to the patterns of real conflicts despite the fact that it has a 
more flexible curve. A re-escalation of a conflict can occur at any point 

during the de-escalation 
phase and does not 
necessarily follow the 
standardized ideal curve. In 
fact, it is more likely that a 
conflict re-escalates the 
higher the intensity level 

(model 3: b). A conflict tends to “bounce” between the higher levels of 
                                                 
15 An argument could be made that the ideal wave pattern would be one that re-escaletes 
during the unstable peace phase, before becoming a stable peace. In this paper the authors 
nonetheless prefers using an ideal conflict curve which includes the stable peace level  as 
this is suitable considering the definition of stable peace used here (see “The Life Cycle(s) 
of a Conflict”). 
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Model 3:d 

the conflict cycle and it tends to be difficult or even impossible, to reduce 
the conflict intensity and increase the long-term trust. These patterns are 
often seen in protracted conflicts, such as the Israel/Palestine conflict.  

It is also important to note that not every escalation of a conflict reach 
the intensity level of war (model 3: c). The parties might not be able to 
find any means to 
ultimately resolve the 
conflict, or even move into 
the level of unstable peace. 
At the same time, however, 
the conflict’s intensity 
level might never reach 
the war level. This pattern is especially noticeable in conflicts that are 
pro-longed and disregarded by the international community.  

To add further complexity to the wave pattern, it should be noted that 
the same kind of pattern can, and is, occurring in the escalation phase of 
the conflict (model 3: d) where the conflict moves between the intensity 
levels of open conflict, crisis and unstable peace without reaching a level 
where more concrete and long-term solutions can be found and 
implemented. A conflict’s 
life cycle is simply not 
properly represented by a 
simple line that follows one 
specific pattern, neither 
during the escalation phase, 
nor during the de-escalation 
phase.  

Model 3:c 
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Model 3:e 

Model 3:f 

The multi-curve model 

In reality, the wave pattern is far more complex than has been indicated 
so far. In fact, each conflict arguably includes a large number of sub-
conflicts over a wide array of issues. Each of these sub-conflicts has its 
own conflict cycle (model 3: e) at any set point in time. The sub-conflicts 
will thus be at different 
points of their respective 
cycle. Consequently, the 
sub-conflicts will be in 
different conflict phases, 
phases that need not 
overlap with the current 
phase of the core conflict (Model 3:f). Consequently, at any point in time 
different types of measures for different sub-conflicts will be needed. 
These measures will not always be identical to the ones used in the core 
conflict. At the same point in time there might thus be a need for 
structural prevention, direct prevention, conflict management, as well as 
crisis management and 
resolution measures, or 
even peace building and 
peace consolidation. Each 
sub-conflict requires a 
unique kind of prevention, 
management or resolution 
measure, suitable to both 
its conflict intensity level and conflict phase, as well as to the 
characteristics of the particular sub-conflict. In short, at each point in 
time, different kinds of measures need to be applied to maximize the 
ability to handle a conflict. If overarching conflicts between two or more 
actors are to be managed or prevented, focus needs to be on further issues 
than solely the core issues. This is essential for the building of trust and 
confidence between the parties and vital for the successful prevention of 
further escalation, and/or the possibly resolution of the conflict in the 
longer term.  

It is often easier to build confidence, and possibly even bring about 
cooperation, in sub-conflicts on less sensitive issues. Such confidence has 
a potential of creating positive spill-over effects on the development of 
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the overarching conflict by setting examples and providing an 
opportunity for new ways of interaction. Even if the possibility of 
affecting the overarching conflict is limited, there is still a potential for 
spill-over effects on other sub-conflicts, which over time enhances the 
chances for possible effects on the core conflict. To exemplify, if two 
actors find a formula for cooperation regarding cross-border rescue 
operations during sea emergencies, this might set an example for how to 
manage other types of cross-border natural disasters. Cooperation 
methods successfully used in different rescue operation can then serve as 
an example for other areas, which in turn might serve as examples for 
even more conflictual issues, and so on. Also, successful cooperation and 
exchange on some issues provides a certain level of confidence and 
increased trust. Confidence building through cooperation on less 
sensitive issues can for example be seen between South- and North Korea 
as well as between mainland China and Taiwan.16 One concrete example 
is the ongoing cooperation between the Taiwan-based Strait Exchange 
Foundation (SEF) and the China-based Association of Relations across 
the Taiwan Straits (ARATS) that are negotiating people-to-people 
exchange aiming at preventing civil disputes between mainland China 
and Taiwan.17 In sum, the dynamics of conflicts are most complex, and 
each conflict consists of a large number of issues, or sub-conflicts. This 
complexity must also be taken into account when addressing how to 
prevent, manage, and/or resolve a conflict. By trying to reduce the idea 
of what a complex phenomena a conflict is, ones ability to prevent, 
manage and resolve the conflict will inevitably be hampered. A holistic 
approach is needed both to understand conflicts, as well as to handle 
them. This will also be addressed throughout the next section on conflict 
prevention and conflict management, which both questions the (artificial) 
separation of the concepts and argues for the need of integrating them.  

                                                 
16 Arthur S. Ding, “Conflict Prevention and Management in Northeast Asia: A 
Perspective from Taipei”; Kyudok Hong, “Dilemmas of South Korea 's New Approaches 
to Conflict prevention”; and  Chyungly Lee, “Conflict Prevention in Northeast Asia: 
Theoretical and Conceptual Reflections”, in Conflict Prevention and Conflict Management in 
Northeast Asia, ed. Niklas L.P. Swanström (Uppsala & Washington: CACI & SRSP, 2005). 
17 Chyungly Lee, “Conflict Prevention in Northeast Asia: Theoretical and Conceptual 
Reflections”, in Conflict Prevention and Conflict Management in Northeast Asia, ed. Niklas 
L.P. Swanström (Uppsala & Washington: CACI & SRSP, 2005). 
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19 Transforming Conflict 
Nina Bernarding and Beatrix Austin

“It is possible to solve a conflict and not change much …”
John Paul Lederach

In the face of violent conflict, there are three main impulses. The 
first is immediate: to stop it. The second is a medium- term one 
and focuses on dealing with the wounds resulting from the vio-
lence. The third, a long-term one, is to change the underlying 
conditions that have led, and may lead again, to violence. We un-
derstand conflict transformation as a comprehensive approach 
that attempts to achieve the last of these three goals, without 
neglecting the others.

There is a considerable range of approaches to working on conflict. 
At the Berghof Foundation, conflict transformation was chosen as 

Transforming Conflict 
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a guiding principle because it is seen as the most deep-reaching 
and holistic conceptualisation of the constructive changes need-
ed to build a long-lasting peace that is perceived as just. 

The concept of transformation
We define conflict transformation as a complex process of con-
structively changing relationships, attitudes, behaviours, inter-
ests and discourses in violence-prone conflict settings. Impor-
tantly, conflict transformation addresses and changes under-
lying structures, cultures and institutions that encourage and 

CONFLICT TRANSFORMATION | a complex process of construc-
tively changing relationships, attitudes, behaviours, interests 
and discourses in violence-prone conflict settings. Importantly, 
conflict transformation addresses and changes underlying struc-
tures, cultures and institutions that encourage and condition vio-
lent political and social conflict over the long term.

On terminology …
Conflict transformation is often contrasted with several other ap-
proaches: conflict management (activities undertaken to limit, 
mitigate and contain open conflict), conflict resolution (activities 
undertaken over the short term and medium term dealing with, 
and aiming at overcoming, the deep-rooted causes of conflict, in-
cluding the structural, behavioural, or attitudinal aspects of the 
conflict), and conflict settlement (achievement of an agreement 
between the conflict parties on a political level which enables 
them to end an armed conflict). Proactive prevention of violent 
conflict is also an important aspect of the conflict transformation 
repertoire (→ Preventing Violence).

 Transforming Conflict
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condition violent political and social conflict. The term is used 
in the works of several “founding figures” in peace and conflict 
studies (among them Adam Curle, Johan Galtung, Louis Kries-
berg, Kumar Rupesinghe and Raimo Väyrynen), but it has been 
elaborated most specifically in the works of John Paul Lederach 
and Diana Francis.

Conflict transformation is a non-linear and unpredictable pro-
cess, involving many different actors in moving from “latent and 
overt violence to structural and cultural peace” (Dudouet 2006). 
This long-term process requires transformative changes on many 
levels and dimensions, as outlined in the table overleaf: 

What does this mean in practical terms? Take, for example, Kenya 
and the violence and political crisis it experienced in the wake of 
contested general elections in 2007/2008. On the one hand, the 
Kenyan National Dialogue and Reconciliation Process, initiated 
by the African Union, was tasked to take immediate measures to 
stop the violence. On the other hand, the mandate also included 
reconciliation and social justice issues in the medium term and 
constitutional, legal and institutional reform in the long run to 
address the root causes. And while initially the process focused 
on the ruling and opposition parties, it later included people at 
the local and community level as well. (The 2017 flares of elec-
tion violence in the country, however, also remind us that trans-
formative change is rarely quick or all-encompassing. It needs 
to be defended and re-asserted, and result in change that shifts 
citizens’ trust in their institutions.)

Third-party engagement 
While in any violent conflict-setting there are people committing 
violence and others benefiting from the conflict, we also always 
find people working towards peace and peaceful change from 
within society – the agents of peaceful transformation. They are 
able to embrace one of the central principles of conflict transfor-
mation: that conflict is not a bad thing in itself; indeed, it is often 
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a driver of necessary change. It is the violence in waging conflict 
that brings harm.

External experts, such as policy-makers, researchers and non-
governmental workers, can support these agents of change, e. g. 
by connecting them, or offering ideas, expertise or negotiation 

 from asymmetric to symmetric  
relations

 in power structures
 of markets of violence and civil 

 war economies (in conflicts 
 dominated by economic motives 
 of material profit)

 of leadership
 of goals
 inside the political parties

 in transcendence of contested issues
 towards constructive compromisis
 of issues (policies)

 of perspective
 of heart
 of will

 in the international or regional  
environment

1. Context 
transformation

2. Structure 
transformation

3. Actor
transformation

4. Issue
transformation

5. Personal/elite
transformation

Table 3, source: Hugh Miall, 2004
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support. However, external engagers should not only support 
the agents of peaceful transformation. They also need to un-
derstand the motivations of the so-called “spoilers”. As Dekha 
Ibrahim Abdi puts it when referring to the violent actions of the 
youth in Kenya: “You don’t see them as a problem, but you see 
them as people needing to be understood […] and then they be-
come part of the strategy development.”

Moreover, it has become clear that conflict transformation efforts 
need to encompass many levels, tracks and sectors: governments 
and non-state actors; women and men; youth; conflict parties 
and peace envoys; and representatives of diaspora and business. 
External engagement can play an important role in supporting 
and connecting the different actors and levels. 

The engagement of external actors rests on specific principles, 
which form a code of conduct. One important set of principles 
describes the respect for local capacities and ownership, inclu-
sivity and multipartiality of processes, and fair play. A second set 
describes the personal qualities that are needed in engagement 
for conflict transformation and peacebuilding: empathy, humil-
ity, self-reflection, and the tenacity and perseverance to achieve 
incremental change over the long run, often in the face of serious 
setbacks.

Systemic conflict transformation
Systemic approaches to conflict transformation have been ex-
plored under different “labels”: some call this type of work ho-
listic, some multidimensional. Building on family therapy and 
systems analysis, at the Berghof Foundation, we have chosen the 
term “systemic” to describe a particular and important set of ap-
proaches to managing the complexity and challenges of conflict 
transformation engagement. Its basic principles (developed by 
Daniela Körppen and Norbert Ropers, among others) are:

 thinking in network structures
 thinking in dynamic frames and in terms of relationships
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 emphasising solutions which already exist within the (con-
flict) system rather than just focusing on identifying problems

 accepting ambivalence and contingency as well as acknowl-
edging perspective dependency

 concentrating on human beings and their learning processes

These principles translate into practical mindsets, attitudes and 
procedures: working closely with key stakeholders, mobilising 
key agents of peaceful and creative change, putting an emphasis 
on system-wide conflict analysis and conflict monitoring, invest-
ing in strategic planning of systemic interventions and pursuing 
creativity in solutions. Any systemic engagement is an ongoing 
cycle. First, there is observation, which has to be longer-term 
and include a change of perspectives. Then follows work with 
and within the conflict/conflict transformation system, which 
leads to change and the evolution of all involved. This, in turn, 
requires renewed observation to reflect on theories of change 
and impacts observed, but importantly also on mistakes made 
and misunderstandings that have arisen (See Figure 10, see also 
→ Learning Together). Any intervention should in this way focus 
on the complexity of the conflict system and embrace both inter-
nal and external factors and actors. 

Critique and open questions
Conflict transformation is not without its challenges and crit-
ics. It calls, some will argue, for such wide-ranging and deep-
reaching change in the social fabric that it seems far-fetched or 
naïve. Some argue that it may actually intensify conflict in the 
short run by proposing a disturbing process of change which 
touches (and threatens) beliefs, relationships, power, positions 
and status. Some claim that it can only be a guiding notion, a 
distant vision, rather than a fully implemented programme. But 
the Berghof Foundation believes it is vital for achieving sustain-
able peace that lasts generations. In any case, (systemic) con-
flict transformation cannot be planned and implemented by one 
actor alone – it takes many different contributions. How these 
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contributions can be elicited, connected and made to add up to 
“peace writ large” is a serious challenge. Currently, the Berghof 
Foundation is exploring scenario planning and process design 
as one inclusive, creative and tangible approach (Bojer 2018). An 
important area of improvement highlighted in the evaluation of 
conflict transformation practice is that effective, long-term work 
requires some form of institutionalisation (and resourcing), a 
topic discussed often under the heading of Infrastructures for 
Peace. 

The systemic engagement cycle

Transforming Conflict 

Figure 10, source: Barbara Unger and Oliver Wils, 2006
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Embracing concurrent realities: Revisiting the 
relationship between human rights and conflict 

resolution 
 
Parlevliet, M.B. 

 
Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
[…] 
 

1.1 Rationale, Focus and Research Questions 
 

1.1.1 Background 
 

Historically, the fields of human rights and conflict resolution have largely developed 
separately as bodies of theory and practice. For years, they existed more or less in 
parallel universes that were barely connected, each rooted in different disciplines and 
focusing on a specific set of concerns, resulting in human rights and conflict resolution 
organisations generally operating independently from one another (Arnold 1998a, 1). 

 

Conflict resolution initially concentrated mostly on understanding and addressing 
violent conflict, with particular emphasis on preventing violence breaking out 
between states. For human rights actors, on the other hand, holding the state 
accountable for abuses of power in its relating to citizens was crucial, prompting a 
focus on the development, codification and implementation of legal standards. Until 
the 1990s, scholars and practitioners devoted relatively little attention to the question 
of how these fields related to one another, even though the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights had explicitly linked the protection of human rights with 
the prevention of violent conflict, stating that “it is essential, if man is not compelled to 
have recourse, as a last resort, to rebellion against tyranny and oppression, that 
human rights should be protected by the rule of law.”6 

 

Over time, however, these separate endeavours, both set on improving the human 
condition (Babbitt 2009a, 615), have increasingly moved towards one another, due to a 

changing context, expanding notions of ‘human rights’ and ‘conflict resolution’, and 
growing ambitions in each field. This especially started happening once the Cold War 

ended, as normative considerations became more prominent in international relations and 

efforts to end violent conflict through negotiated settlements between adversaries became 
central to the desire to ensure ‘a new world order’. Attention was shifting to conflict within 

states rather than between them. Amongst policy‐makers, scholars and  
 
5 My own use of terminology in previous publications has varied over time as I have used, consecutively, ‘conflict 
management’, ‘peacebuilding’ and ‘conflict transformation (in Parlevliet 2002, 2009, 2010a, 2011a, respectively). 
This is due to my various organisational contexts, the different audiences addressed and progressive insight over 
time. For an explanation of my use of the term ‘conflict management’, see Parlevliet (2002, 9); on my shift to 
‘conflict transformation’, see Parlevliet (2010a, 16).  

6 Preamble, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, General Assembly Resolution 217A (III), UN Doc. A/810 
(1948) (hereafter 1948 Universal Declaration). 
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practitioners, awareness grew that such peace agreements were relevant from a 
human rights perspective. After all, whatever was agreed in peace talks would form 
the foundation for future systems of governance and the protection of human rights in 
the post‐settlement context; it might also provide an opportunity to address past 
abuses. Hence, ‘peace’ became more and more linked to the notion of justice. Conflict 
resolution was no longer simply measured by the absence of bloodshed but by the 
“moral quality of the outcome” (Baker 1996, 566). 

 

It soon became clear that Isaiah Berlin was right in suggesting that not all good things 
go well together (Berlin, Hardy, and Hausheer 1997, 7). The belief that the pursuit of 
justice and peace can easily be simultaneously pursued was abruptly challenged in the 
Balkans. After the 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement formalised the break‐up of the 
former Yugoslavia, an anonymous author in a key human rights journal accused the 
international human rights movement of having prolonged the war in Bosnia‐ 
Herzegovina by insisting on a peace agreement fully compliant with human rights 
standards. S/he observed that human rights activists had denounced pragmatic deals 
that could have ended the violence, even though – with hindsight – these proposals 
had been no worse than the eventual agreement in rewarding ethnic cleansing and 
aggression. Thereby, these activists had effectively made “today’s living the dead of 
tomorrow” by pursuing a perfectly just and moral peace that would bring “justice for 
yesterday’s victims of atrocities” (Anonymous 1996, 259). An influential human rights 
scholar hit back soon after, arguing that, 
 

The human rights community’s articulation of concern, identification and analysis of the 
facts, and pressure for protection against abuses cannot be subject to the vagaries of 
international politics or the particulars of negotiations. Its role has been and […] should 
be to point a spotlight on abuses, to demand action to stop abuses, and to call for 
punishment of the perpetrators. To do otherwise would turn [it] into just another 
political actor, rather than an impartial force in favor of human rights principles (Gaer 
1997, 7‐8). 

 

Since then, a growing body of literature has emerged that looks at various aspects of 
the relationship between human rights and conflict resolution.7 A recurrent theme has 
been the idea that the normative nature of human rights standards complicates 
practical conflict resolution efforts, pitting principle against pragmatism and norms 
against politics. Arguably, human rights bring in or exacerbate the moral dimension in 
conflict (Nherere and Ansah‐Koi 1990, 34). 

 

A tension has thus been perceived to exist between human rights promotion and 
conflict resolution practice, or between ‘justice’ and ‘peace’. This has become all the 
more pronounced as ‘human rights’ is increasingly associated with international 
criminal law, which has developed rapidly since the late 1990s. A vehement ‘peace  

 
7 See e.g. Gunner/Nordquist (2011), Sriram and others (2010), Parlevliet (2011a/b; 2009; 2002), Babbitt/Lutz 
(2009a), Manikkalingam (2008), Mertus/Helsing (2006a), Hannum (2006), International Council for Human Rights 
Policy (2006a), Carnegie Council (2002) and Bell (2000). For discussion on how the literature has evolved over 
time (until the late 2000s), see Parlevliet (2010a, 36‐41). 

 

 

7 

34

zova
Highlight



Chapter 1 
 

 

versus justice’ debate has unfolded in relation to various countries around the globe 
affected by widespread societal violence. Those focused on conflict resolution tend to 
prioritise peace as a basis for justice, arguing that a viable and enduring system can 
only be developed once violence had ceased and conflict has been resolved; those 
focused on protecting and promoting human rights are likely to stress that lasting 
peace requires justice, in terms of holding perpetrators accountable, restoring the rule 
of law, and building democratic institutions. This debate presents advancing human 
rights and addressing conflict as being diametrically opposed: an emphasis on norms 
places certain demands on conflict resolution that appear to limit its prospects.8 

 

Even so, recognition has grown over time that “justice, peace and democracy are not 
mutually exclusive objectives, but rather mutually reinforcing imperatives” (United 
Nations 2004, 1). This stems partly from the broader understandings of ‘peace’ and 
‘justice’ that have evolved. These days, peace is thought to go beyond “the negative 
peace of order and the cessation of direct violence” (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, and 
Miall 2011, 251); it now also comprises addressing the underlying causes of conflict 
that give rise to violence. Meanwhile, the notion of justice has been differentiated 
beyond individual criminal accountability, including also distributive justice and 
institutional reform (e.g. Bloomfield 2006; Mani 2002). 
 

Moreover, it has been increasingly acknowledged that violations of – and demands for  
– human rights can be both causes and consequences of violent conflict in various 
ways. With human rights being relevant to the generation and manifestation of such 
conflict, it follows that they also have a bearing on its resolution and prevention 
(Mertus and Helsing 2006b; Parlevliet 2002, 39).9 A more complementary 
relationship between human rights and conflict resolution has thus been noted in the 
literature, with some publications serving as “acts of advocacy” (Lutz, Babbit, and 
Hannum 2003, 192) arguing for collaboration and cross‐fertilisation: “the fields of 
human rights and conflict resolution are interdependent, [..] they must operate in 
synergy, and [..] have much to learn from one another” (Babbitt and Lutz 2009b, 9; 
also Babbitt and Williams 2008; Parlevliet 2002) 

 

Interactions between practitioners from both fields and in societies affected by violent 
conflict indeed seem to reflect a potential for complementarity, cross‐fertilisation and 

synergy. For example, actors in one field may draw on insights and methods from the 
other field (like my conflict resolution colleagues in the example described above, who 

sought to utilise knowledge of human rights when embarking on a mediation process). 

Alternatively, a human rights NGO focused on advocacy, monitoring and reporting of 
abuses starts to facilitate local agreements between warring opponents to reduce violence 

or ensure the release of people who have been abducted, despite this  

 
8 For example, since the late 1990s, mediators acting on behalf of the UN have been prohibited from endorsing 
agreements that provide for amnesties for genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes or gross violations of 
human rights; see Transitional Justice Institute (2013), United Nations (2012) and Hayner (2009a). See also 8.4.2. 
9 See also Lutz (2009), Baldwin and others (2007) and Thoms/Ron (2007). 
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function being more commonly linked to conflict resolution. These and other 
experiences suggest that the boundaries between the two domains may be less clear 
than is often assumed; there is a “blurring of the lines between human rights and 
peace work” (Mertus 2011, 128). Another indicator of such ‘fluidity’ is the existence of 
actors that cannot easily or distinctly be defined in human rights or conflict resolution 
terms. Their work comprises activities geared towards both the non‐violent handling 
of conflict and ensuring respect for human rights.10 

 
Finally, practitioners increasingly seem to move back and forth between the fields at 
both elite and grassroots level. One high‐level example is Louise Arbour, who joined 
the International Crisis Group – an international NGO focusing on preventing and 
resolving deadly conflict – once her term as United Nations (UN) High Commissioner 
for Human Rights ended.11 Another is Jan Egeland, a former diplomat from Norway 
long known for his role in several peace processes (including the 1992 Oslo Accords 
between Israel and Palestine and the 1996 Guatemala peace agreements), who later 
moved to Human Rights Watch, a prominent international human rights NGO.12 

  
 

 
10 This is often the case with religious bodies (such as Catholic Commissions for Justice and Peace in various 
countries) or with independent state institutions such as the Northern Ireland Parades Commission (see chapter 
6).  

11 Arbour left the organisation in July 2014 after serving as its President from 2009. Before serving as UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (2004‐2008), she had been the Chief Prosecutor for the International Criminal 
Tribunals for the Former Yugoslavia and Rwanda (1996‐1999).  

12 Egeland served as the organisation’s Deputy Director and Europe Director between 2011 and 2013, after 
working as UN Under‐Secretary‐General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator from 2003. 
Prior to his involvement in peace processes, he had served as Chair of Amnesty International Norway and Vice‐ 
Chair of the International Executive Committee of Amnesty International (another prominent international 
human rights NGO). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 

36

zova
Highlight



Michelle Parlevliet

Rethinking Conflict Transformation from a Human Rights Perspective

2

© Berghof Research Center for Constructive Conflict Management 

Rethinking Conflict Transformation from a 
Human Rights Perspective

Michelle Parlevliet

  1.  Introduction
 
The question at hand seems relatively simple and straightforward: whether and to what 

extent the protection and promotion of human rights is necessary for efforts to address conflict and 
build peace. The issue has been much debated over time. The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights forcefully associated the protection of human rights with the prevention of violent conflict, 
stating that “it is essential, if man is not to be compelled to have recourse, as a last resort, to rebellion 
against tyranny and oppression, that human rights should be protected by the rule of law” (UN 1948, 
preamble). Yet in 1996, an anonymous author in Human Rights Quarterly accused the international 
human rights movement of prolonging the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina. There, human rights activists 
had rejected pragmatic deals that could have ended the violence and, from hindsight, were no worse 
than the eventual agreement in rewarding ethnic cleansing and aggression. In that author’s view, it 
made “today’s living the dead of tomorrow” by pursuing a perfectly just and moral peace that would 
bring “justice for yesterday’s victims of atrocities” (Anonymous 1996, 259).

Since then, the idea that the normative nature of human rights standards may complicate 
the practical demands of peacemaking has been a recurrent theme in discussions on the relationship 
between human rights and efforts to address violent conflict. This is especially the case when the 
latter is conceived of in terms of conflict settlement or resolution. Questions of definitions and 
objectives are thus key. Also relevant are the time frame, context and level of intervention one 
focuses on, though few authors on the subject make this explicit. In addition, narrow perceptions 
and generalisations abound in this debate as people working on human rights, peace and conflict 
have been grouped into categories of ‘human rights activists’ and ‘conflict resolvers’ as if these were 
homogenous and coherent clusters of actors.

In this paper, I argue that considering human rights and conflict transformation in 
conjunction deepens one’s analysis of what is involved in moving from violence to sustainable 
peace. It is informed by the idea that the two fill ‘gaps’ in one another, in that each contributes to a 
better understanding of the other by highlighting elements that are relatively under-explored in the 
theory and practice of each separate field. For conflict transformation, which will be the main focus 
of this paper, the perspective of human rights forces a greater emphasis on structural conditions, 
especially the role of the state, systems of governance and issues of power in generating, escalating 
and transforming violent conflict. Considering human rights in relation to conflict transformation, 
moreover, highlights the need to employ a holistic, multi-dimensional understanding of human rights 
that does not reduce them to their legal foundations. This paper suggests that conflict transformation, 
because of its explicit grounding in social justice and hence inherently normative foundation, may 
provide a more nuanced and fruitful conceptual space for thinking about human rights, conflict 
and peace than conflict resolution and conflict management. Placing constructive social change 
at its core, conflict transformation acknowledges the need for addressing power imbalances and 
recognizes a role for advocacy and the importance of voices that challenge the status quo. Its concern 
with direct, structural and cultural violence is thus also highly relevant from a rights perspective.
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In order to place these ideas in context, the paper will briefly comment on literature that 
has been published on human rights and approaches for addressing conflict and building peace 
(Section 2; an extensive literature review can be found in Annex A). Section 3 proposes a framework 
for understanding the relationship between human rights and conflict transformation, using the 
metaphor of an iceberg, with its graphic image of things visible connected to matters unseen. It also 
introduces four dimensions of human rights that need to be taken into account in processes to build 
a just and sustainable peace. Section 4 discusses some of the practical implications of adopting a 
human rights perspective on conflict transformation. Nepal, South Africa, and other countries where 
I have worked over the past 13 years, are used as illustrative examples throughout Sections 3 and 4. 
Finally, Section 5 concludes and points to some areas for further research.

 2. Definitions and Conceptual Debates to Date

This article builds on my previous work and its use of terminology reflects the evolution 
in my own thinking and practice. While my writing was initially framed in terms of exploring the 
relationship between human rights and “conflict management”, I now prefer using the term “conflict 
transformation”, informed by other analyses which suggest that a distinct theory and practice of 
conflict transformation is emerging (Lederach 2003; Miall 2004; Dudouet 2006).1 Having evolved 
in response to a growing concern with protracted social conflict (Azar 1990), conflict transformation 
is particularly relevant in the context of asymmetric conflicts, where transforming power imbalances 
and unjust social relationships is key. It addresses the wider social, political and cultural sources of 
conflict and hence does not only focus on addressing the behavioural and attitudinal manifestations 
but also on deeper structural origins (Miall 2004, 4-5). In more concrete terms, Responding to 
Conflict, a conflict transformation organisation, puts it as follows: “conflict transformation is not 
about making a situation of injustice more bearable, but about transforming the very systems, 
structures and relationships which give rise to violence and injustice.”2 The conflict transformation 
approach perceives conflict as a catalyst for social change and places primary emphasis on the 
question of social justice (Mitchell 2002; Lederach 2005; Bloomfield et al. 2006). Being concerned 
with process and outcome, conflict transformation focuses attention on resources for peacebuilding 
in the local context rather than highlighting the role of external, international interveners.

Human rights can be defined as “internationally agreed values, standards or rules regulating 
the conduct of states towards their own citizens and towards non-citizens” (Baehr 1999, 1). Some 
instruct states to refrain from certain actions (e.g. killing, torture) while others impose obligations 
on the state to act in certain ways (e.g. provide equal access to health care). Civil and political rights 
generally fall within the first domain, and protect citizens against unwarranted interference and abuse 
of power by the state; examples are the rights to life, to freedom of expression and assembly and to 
due process. Social, economic and cultural rights are concerned with the welfare and well-being of 
human beings, and generally belong to the second category; they include the rights to work, to an 
adequate standard of living, education and the right to freely participate in the cultural life of the 
community. The primary human rights framework informing this article is the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (adopted in 1948), which has been further developed in a range of treaties and 
1  My human rights perspective on conflict and peace pointed to the importance of fundamental social change in relation 
to certain structural conditions that give rise to conflict and violence. Conflict management, with its frequent connotation of 
containment and mitigation of violence, did not fit the bill. Conflict resolution, despite its greater theoretical focus on underlying 
causes of conflict, in practice seemed too often content with focusing on short-term processes and an emphasis on ending 
something that was not desired, rather than on building something that is (Lederach 2003, 28-33; Mitchell 2002).
2 See RTC’s website, www.respond.org (last accessed 25 May 2009).
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conventions, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (UN 1966a) and the 
International Covenant on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights (UN 1966b). The right to equality 
and the principle of non-discrimination is an integral part of all three instruments.

Strictly speaking, only the state can violate human rights, since they principally exist to 
protect people from political, legal and social abuses by the state. Actions by non-state actors are 
formally referred to as abuses rather than violations, yet they have a state dimension in that they 
imply its failure to protect the rights of its citizens. This article considers human rights as inherent, 
universal and inalienable, meaning that “they are held by everyone by virtue of being human and 
cannot be given up or taken away” (Thoms/Ron 2007, 683). Still, it acknowledges that the meaning 
and relative weight of human rights may be interpreted differently in different social, political and 
cultural contexts.

In the literature, early contributions on the human rights/conflict resolution relationship 
focused mostly on the differences between human rights activists and conflict resolution practitioners 
and the possible resultant tensions when both sets of actors operate in the same context (Baker 1996; 
Arnold 1998a).3 The differences identified relate to:

strategies and approaches•	  (adversarial vs. cooperative; principled vs. pragmatic; rigid vs. 
flexible; emphasis on outcome vs. emphasis on process; prescriptive vs. facilitative);
objectives pursued•	  (justice vs. peace; justice vs. reconciliation; human rights protection as a 
requisite for establishing peace or establishing peace as a requisite for human rights protection);
roles played•	  (advocate, investigator, monitor vs. facilitator, mediator, convenor); and
principles guiding the actions•	  (speaking out on injustice and attributing responsibility vs. 
remaining impartial with respect to all parties, being even-handed and not judging).

A review of some of the core literature on the human rights/conflict resolution relationship (presented 
in full in Annex A), indicates that over the years the debate went from postulating a direct, inherent 
tension between the two to recognizing a more complementary relationship. Over time, human rights 
have come to be considered as important in the generation, manifestation, resolution and prevention 
of violent conflict. The language used in the literature to discuss the relationship between human 
rights and conflict resolution reflects this shift. It has moved from ‘either/or’ terminology to ‘both/
and’ language; today what is subject to debate is ‘peace with justice’ rather than ‘peace versus 
justice’. It is now largely accepted that human rights protection and promotion are important for the 
long-term stability and development of societies that have experienced or are experiencing violent 
conflict. It has become increasingly recognized that there is no peace without justice, and that the 
absence of justice is frequently the reason for the absence of peace. This is not to say that any 
tension between human rights and conflict resolution previously observed can be purely attributed 
to flawed perceptions and lack of understanding, although it is probably fair to say that these have  
contributed to the perception of a clash between the two. Clearly, substantial differences may arise 
between conflict resolution practitioners and human rights actors about priorities and appropriate 
approaches, especially in relation to the pursuit of accountability for past human rights violations. 
Still, rather than assuming an absolute and insurmountable tension per se between human rights and 
conflict resolution, such differences may be better understood as challenges or dilemmas that need to 
be addressed on a case by case basis, taking into consideration a range of factors including context, 
time frame and developing international standards. From reviewing the literature, it also appears 
as if the debate thus far has mixed discussion about three different, but inter-related, elements: a) 
the relationship between human rights and conflict; b) the interaction between actors from different 
3  In tracing the debate, approaches for addressing conflict and building peace will be referred to once more as conflict 
resolution, because this term has been most commonly used in the literature.
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backgrounds operating in conflict contexts; and c) the interface between the ‘fields’ or ‘disciplines’ 
of conflict resolution and human rights in terms of concepts, analysis and perspectives.

Regarding the latter, it is clear that the debate has moved from an implied focus on 
conflict settlement to conflict resolution, paying more attention to longer-term time frames and 
underlying causes of conflict. With the ‘peace and conflict field’ moving more and more to the 
notion of conflict transformation, it is appropriate to look at the interface between human rights and 
conflict transformation in more detail, and to spell out some of the implications that a differentiated 
understanding could have for scholars and practitioners of conflict transformation. This is the aim 
of the following sections.

 3. Towards a Conceptual Framework 

 3.1  Human Rights Violations as Causes and Consequences of Violent Conflict
Over the years, I have found the metaphor of an iceberg useful to illustrate the notion that 

human rights violations can be both causes and consequences of violent conflict (see Diagram 1 
overleaf). The top of the iceberg, pointing above the waterline, represents human rights violations 
as symptoms of violent conflict. Like the top, these violations tend to be highly visible, and may 
include excessive use of force by the police, intimidation of political opponents, rape, summary 
executions, disappearances, torture and censorship. Yet manifestations of violent conflict are 
seldom confined to violations of civil and political rights; the destruction of infrastructure such as 
schools and health clinics affects social and economic rights, as does the displacement of civilian 
populations. The bottom of the iceberg below the waterline symbolises violations of human rights as 
causes of conflict. It represents situations where denial of human rights is embedded in the structures 
of society and governance, in terms of how the state is organised, how institutions operate and how 
society functions. For example, a state may be characterized by a consistent lack of development in 
those regions where the majority of citizens are members of a social group other than the politically 
dominant group. Alternatively, a country’s legislative and policy framework may be biased against 
certain identity groups resulting in their exclusion and marginalisation from political, economic and 
social spheres of life. Such conditions create structural fault lines in society that may be less visible 
at first sight, but provide fertile ground for the outbreak of violence.

The two levels of the violent conflict/rights relationship interact with one another on an 
ongoing basis, reflected in the arrows. Denial of human rights as a cause of conflict gives rise to 
(symptomatic) human rights violations. Yet, a pattern of specific violations may, if left unchecked, 
gradually become a structural condition in itself that fuels further conflict – this is the case with 
systematic torture, indiscriminate killings and widespread impunity.

The iceberg image is a simple tool to distinguish between human rights violations in terms 
of causes and symptoms, but it does not clarify how or why a sustained denial of human rights can be 
a cause of violent conflict. One theoretical explanation draws on human needs theory and combines 
work of Burton (1990), Azar (1990) and Galtung and Wirak (1977). It posits a close link between 
human rights and basic human needs, arguing that the denial of rights implies a frustration of 
needs related to identity, welfare, freedom and security, which are fundamental for human survival, 
subsistence and development. Rights are a means to satisfy needs; they are “an instrument of 
individual and collective struggle to protect core interests” (Osaghae 1996, 72). If rights are denied, 
needs are frustrated, which creates a potential for violent conflict as people seek to find ways to 
address their basic needs, since these are non-negotiable (Parlevliet 2002, 16-19).
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Source: M. Parlevliet, 1999; originally developed for the Human Rights and Conflict Management 
Programme, Centre for Conflict Resolution, South Africa

This needs-based explanation does not suggest that violations of human rights will necessarily cause 
the outbreak of violence or that they constitute the sole cause of any particular (violent) conflict. 
The role of the state and issues of governance are key. The way the state is organised and functions 
determines in large part whether needs are satisfied or frustrated over the long term: it allows or 
denies individuals and groups access to the resources, opportunities and processes they need to 
address their needs – or to raise concern about the frustration of their needs (Azar 1990, 10). A 
human rights perspective on conflict transformation thus underscores the “centrality and primacy of 
the political” (Clements 2004, 3).

In general, a state’s inability to protect rights may be due to, for example, weak state 
structures and lack of resources, both material and moral (legitimacy). Yet a state’s unwillingness 
relates to how power is divided in society and how a certain way of functioning and making 

Diagram 1
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decisions may be to the advantage of some while being at the expense of others. It may also have 
a cultural dimension, if strong belief systems exist in society about who is deemed superior and fit 
to govern and who is not, and whose interests should be protected or can be ignored. Alternatively 
– or additionally – the dominant political culture may revolve around the notion of ‘winner-takes-
all’/‘your gain is my loss,’ and may as such be averse to accommodating diverse interests and 
collaborating with opponents. Especially in contexts where a particular group or elite has captured 
the state and government institutions, this means that calls for wider political participation, greater 
access to economic resources and opportunities or self-determination – all of which can be framed 
in terms of rights and relate to needs of identity, access and security – are likely to be perceived 
as a threat by those in power, limiting the potential for accommodation. In Nepal, for instance, the 
inability and unwillingness of the state – both authoritarian and democratic – to ensure the rights and 
accommodate the interests of marginalised groups and political opponents, and address widespread 
poverty and exclusion, has been a main cause of (violent) conflict. Excluded groups have had few 
political avenues at their disposal to express dissent due to lack of representation embedded in the 
nature of the political system and the intense stratification of Nepali society. Access to justice was 
almost non-existent, and law enforcement was politicised, corrupt, violent and replicated societal 
discrimination.

In such instances of discontent, the choices made by the state, communal groups and 
political opponents about how to engage with one another, help determine whether or not societal 
tensions around denial of rights, frustration of needs and the (in)adequacy of political, legal, economic 
and social institutions, will evolve into violence (Miall 2004, 5; Azar 1990). In an in-depth study 
of whether human rights violations cause internal conflict, for example, Thoms and Ron find that 
state violations of civil and political rights “provide a clear link to escalation” and argue that “state 
repression is a major risk factor because it can transform latent grievances into active antagonisms, 
providing the persecuted with strong motivations for violence” (2007, 695). If, on the other hand, 
communal groups or political opponents adopt a strategy of violent rebellion, this is also likely to 
result in a destructive cycle, as it may prompt government repression and conflict escalation.

Various factors influence the choices made and strategies adopted by political actors, 
including structural, historical, cultural, but also geographic and economic ones, which impact 
both on the human rights situation and on the prospects for conflict transformation. An important 
structural factor is whether legitimate and effective mechanisms exist through which individuals and 
groups can raise their discontent if their needs are frustrated or their rights are denied. The presence 
or absence of institutional checks and balances on the use of force by the state is also relevant, as 
is the extent to which the rule of law is upheld, subverted or manipulated by the state and political 
elites in government. Historical experiences and memories of violence matter too. Strong evidence 
exists that “government repression is habit-forming and that past levels of repression have a powerful 
effect on current behaviour” (Thoms/Ron 2007, 695). If memories of violence committed against 
communal groups form an important part of their identity, this may lower the barrier for such groups 
to use violence themselves, especially if the state has been associated with such violence in the past 
and is hence suspect. Cultural factors can also come into play: the state may not be highly concerned 
about the use of violence against individuals or groups deemed inferior, whether committed by its 
own forces or by non-state groups protesting state policies and actions. Geography may compound 
this, if violence takes place in remote areas and if there is a strong disconnect between the centre and 
the periphery. Finally, economic considerations are likely to influence actors’ decisions on how to 
position themselves and engage with others, especially when current or potential sources of income 
are at stake (for example, oil or diamonds).
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In sum, a human rights perspective on (violent) conflict emphasises inequality, inequity, 
injustice and insecurity as structural conditions underpinning violent conflicts. It highlights the 
nature and functioning of state institutions and systems of governance as pivotal in understanding 
protracted social conflicts. It also underscores the need to address direct, structural and cultural 
violence, each of which is relevant from a human rights perspective, as highlighted in Table 1 below.

Table 1

Type of Violence Human Rights Relevance

Direct violence The rights of an individual or group are violated by the state or abused 
by a non-state actor; if the latter, the state fails to protect the rights of the 
individual or group as it is supposed to do. Rights involved are civil and 
political rights (the right to life, to bodily and mental integrity, freedom 
from torture, freedom of speech, freedom of peaceful assembly, etc.).

Structural violence The rights of an individual or group are denied by the way that society 
functions and the state is organised. Individuals or groups cannot 
exercise their rights (civil, political, social, economic and cultural) and 
are not able to develop their full potential as they have differential access 
to social, political and economic resources.

Cultural violence The humanity and dignity of individuals or groups is denied (stereotyping 
or demonising of ‘the other’). They are therefore not afforded the 
respect and treatment due to them as human beings and are subject to 
discrimination.

 3.2  A Holistic Approach to Human Rights in Conflict Transformation
A narrow, legalistic understanding of human rights is insufficient in the context of conflict 

transformation. It does not capture what is involved in ensuring respect for human rights in a society 
where injustice, insecurity, inequity and inequality have long been entrenched. Moreover, however 
significant the legal protection of human rights is for addressing conflict (Parlevliet 2002, 20-21), the 
law has its limitations.4 I have therefore come to think of human rights as having several dimensions, 
derived from human rights values. Each of these dimensions must be carefully considered in efforts 
to transform conflict and build a just peace:

human rights as rules;•	
human rights as structures and institutions;•	
human rights as relationships; and•	
human rights as process.•	

4  In many societies experiencing or emerging from violent conflict, the law may be inaccessible to the most vulnerable members 
of society, or an effective legal system or remedy may not exist. Laws may still contain traces of oppression, and/or the existing 
judicial system may sustain or reinforce discrimination. Even if progressive legislation does exist, failure to implement and 
enforce such legislation limits the law’s impact on society.
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The first dimension of human rights, rights as rules, refers to the legal aspect of rights: 
the standards that outlaw certain behaviours and actions and demand others, as contained in 
international instruments and domestic legislation and as enforceable through a court of law. It 
highlights the need to legally recognize human rights and institutionalise respect for them through 
the adoption, implementation and enforcement of relevant legislation. This rules dimension also 
underscores that any efforts towards addressing and transforming latent and manifest conflict are 
to take place within the framework of international law and national standards; solutions must be 
sought within the parameters of this framework. Human rights standards define benchmarks for 
desirable outcomes (Jonsson 2005, 49). However, it must be noted that, while fundamental human 
rights can be taken as absolute concepts that are non-negotiable, their application, interpretation and 
realization is not absolute. Instead, it is negotiable within the context of specific political, cultural 
and historical conditions (e.g. Gready/Ensor 2005, 11; Parlevliet 2002, 24-26). Thus, rights set the 
parameters for conflict transformation, but there is great scope for variation in how specific rights 
are realized in a given context. For example, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights contains 
the right to take part in the government of one’s country, which implies the need for democratic 
governance. Yet there is no single form of democracy that applies across the world; the form and 
shape of democratic institutions differs from context to context.

The second dimension, human rights as structures and institutions, links back to the 
discussion in the previous section. It relates to the structural division of power and resources 
in society and the mechanisms that exist to handle conflicts that may arise in this regard. This 
dimension of rights emphasises the need to address the underlying causes of conflict, and to 
examine the structures in society that govern issues of power, resources, identity and security, and 
that determine access to and decision-making over such assets. It also reflects that, if human rights 
are to have meaning beyond the paper they are written on, conflict transformation must involve 
the development of legitimate, independent and capable institutions to support the realization and 
orderly expression of rights and secure remedies. Moreover, “the question is not only whether 
particular laws or institutions exist or how they appear, but rather how laws and institutions relate to 
people and how people perceive, use, change and develop them” (Tomas 2005, 172).

The third dimension, human rights as relationships, refers to the relevance of rights for 
organising and governing the interaction between state and citizens, and amongst individuals and 
groups in society, so that these are constructive, geared towards nonviolence and allowing for 
the recognition of humanity in others. Rights standards are a means to effectuate certain kinds of 
relationship in the public sphere: they are concerned with how people should be treated so that their 
dignity is respected, their integrity remains intact and so that they can fulfil their full potential. 
Historically, the relational aspect of human rights has been mostly acknowledged in the context of 
the relationship between state and citizens, with the latter being the rights-holders and the former 
the duty-bearer. However, it is clear that inflicting abuse on citizens is not the sole prerogative of 
state agents and that protection of rights is not only dependent on state action. Human rights must 
thus be considered as relating to both vertical and horizontal relationships in the context of conflict 
transformation; the development of healthy relationships in both directions is essential.

A vertical application of human rights is necessary to emphasise the responsibility of 
the state towards its citizens, and to provide citizens with a platform for demanding accountability. 
For conflict transformation, this implies the need to address structural concerns that impact on the 
relationship between state and citizens and to develop “vertical capacity”– building connections 
between leadership at different levels of society and helping them recognize how their roles, 
capacities and contributions to conflict transformation are interdependent (Lederach 1999, 30). 
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A horizontal application highlights that ordinary people also have responsibilities in how 
they relate to one another and in how society functions; their actions and beliefs impact on the extent 
to which others are able to realize their rights (e.g. Jonsson 2005, 50). It recognizes that human 
rights exist in a social context and are reciprocal, and that “recognition of the other” is a core value 
of human rights (Douzinas 2000).5 This aspect of the rights dimension captures the imperative to 
address negative attitudes, stereotypes and patterns of behaviour between parties in conflict, and to 
help them develop an understanding of their responsibilities towards themselves, their context and 
others, and an appreciation of their interdependence.

Finally, the fourth, process dimension of human rights reflects a concern with how issues 
of access, protection and identity are addressed. It is based on the recognition that the sustainability 
of peace depends both on its substance and on the process by which peace is developed. If local or 
national stakeholders consider a process as flawed, this will contaminate the ‘peace’ (or outcome) 
resulting from that process and undermine its legitimacy and sustainability. For example, in early 
2007 serious unrest erupted in Nepal’s southern plains, soon after the Interim Constitution was 
adopted to guide the country’s peace process and democratic transition. The local Madhesi population 
protested that the Interim Constitution did not sufficiently take their historical marginalisation into 
account nor did it offer them adequate recognition and protection. Their suspicion of the Interim 
Constitution was in part triggered by the drafting process, which they perceived as non-transparent, 
non-consultative and elite-dominated.

The process dimension highlights the need to give meaning to fundamental human rights 
values and principles – such as dignity, participation, inclusion, protection of marginalised or minority 
voices, accountability – by integrating them into conflict transformation processes at various levels 
of society; they specify criteria for an acceptable process and highlight the need to include civil 
society in peace processes (Jonsson 2005, 49; ICHRP 2006, 112). Applying them will help lay the 
foundation for pluralism, tolerance, equality and participation in society, can break the pattern of 
negative interaction prevailing thus far and encourages ownership of a new future. The peace accord 
structures established in South Africa during the transition in the early 1990s are a case in point. 
Bringing together many actors (political parties, police, trade unions, business, churches, traditional 
leaders), the peace committees focused on mitigating ongoing violence through negotiation of 
local peace accords and addressing contentious issues locally. Their dialogue and problem-solving 
orientation prompted the various stakeholders to engage across racial, cultural, party political or 
religious boundaries, recognize others’ humanity and develop a practice of participatory decision-
making and collaboration. It also encouraged communities to take responsibility and get involved in 
the management of local problems (e.g. Parlevliet 2009; Collin Marks 2000; Gastrow 1995).

This multi-dimensional understanding of human rights has been helpful in my work as a 
conflict transformation practitioner, especially as a tool for conflict analysis and process design (e.g. 
Galant/Parlevliet 2005, 118-121). The understanding of human rights proposed here also reflects that 
aspirations such as “building a just peace”, “building a culture of human rights” or “establishing the 
rule of law” go beyond legislation, policies, institutions and the state. Such aspirations embody the 
desire that rights become a living reality for all in society. This involves matters of governance, law 
and institutional reform, as well as the internalisation of rights norms, values and principles so that 
these guide people’s behaviour, attitudes and belief systems in relation to self, others and the state. 

5  Human rights actors have at times been reluctant to consider a horizontal application of human rights because it deviates from 
the classical understanding of rights as relating to the state. As such, it risks downplaying the state’s fundamental responsibility 
towards citizens and may weaken rights arguments. Yet human rights are dynamic rather than static and continue to develop as 
new types of entitlement are proclaimed and recognized over time.
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The conceptual framework outlined here, consisting of the iceberg and the holistic understanding 
human rights, also has clear implications for conflict transformation practice, which I will now turn 
to.

 4. Implications for Conflict Transformation Practice

 4.1 Connecting Causes and Symptoms
The iceberg image introduced earlier (see Section 3.1) provides a useful tool to classify 

interventions in conflict situations according to the types of human rights abuses that they target and 
the objectives they seek to achieve. At the level of human rights violations (HRV) as symptoms – 
e.g. violence, intimidation – the primary objective is to protect people from further abuses and halt 
ongoing direct, physical violence through methods such as negotiation of ceasefires, peacekeeping, 
humanitarian relief and human rights monitoring. At the causal level, the objective is to transform the 
underlying conditions that create a societal propensity for violence and as such pose a threat to human 
security and the stability of the state. The focus here is thus on structural violence and on working 
towards positive peace, through, for example, institution-building, accommodation of diversity by 
protecting minorities, development and reconstruction and strengthening the rule of law.

The iceberg metaphor also suggests the relative weight of violations as causes and 
consequences in terms of their significance for effective and sustainable intervention. It shows that 
focusing on the symptoms is of limited sustainability if underlying structural conditions are not 
addressed. While it may be possible to contain, mitigate or suppress the visible manifestations of 
conflict for some time, the potential for violence remains as long as systemic denial of human rights 
persists. Of course, this is not to underestimate the importance of activities aimed at mitigating 
violence in the midst of violent conflict. Efforts to achieve positive peace are fundamentally tied 
to the ability of parties to end hostilities, stabilise the country and prevent further violations of 
human rights. This means that conflict transformation scholars and practitioners, while geared 
towards long-term change, cannot afford to disregard what is happening at the surface level. This 
is especially so because it will take considerable time before strategies related to structural reform 
translate into changed circumstances for those living in poverty and exclusion and with limited, if 
any, access to redress. Lederach’s notion of the “justice gap”6 is relevant here: after an agreement, 
change may come in terms of increased space for political participation, but the expectations for 
social, economic, cultural and religious change are often not achieved. The presence of such a justice 
gap may provide a reservoir of disillusionment, frustration and resentment that can feed further 
conflict and may trigger violence. This risk is probably particularly present in contexts where the use 
of force is perceived to have paid off in advancing specific political, economic and social demands. 
In Nepal, many identity groups have become radicalised in the last few years, with several referring 
to the Maoists’ rise in political power as proof that violence ‘works’.7

Ongoing violence and public disorder in a post-settlement context will negatively affect 
peacebuilding efforts in several ways. At the grass-roots level, it undermines confidence in the peace 
process due to continuing fear, mistrust and insecurity, and casts doubt about the state’s ability (and/

6  By this he means the gap between people’s expectations for peace and what peace actually delivered (Lederach 1999, 31-32).
7  Mobilisation on the basis of identity was started by the Maoists in the late 1990s as a strategy to rally the rural poor (see 
Baechler 2008, 5-6). Many of those thus mobilised have since become disappointed with the Maoist leadership and the peace 
process, because of ongoing elite domination and little concrete progress in addressing identity-based grievances. This has 
fuelled recent radicalisation of several identity groups. Since the 2006 peace agreement, some identity-based armed factions 
– often led by individuals previously associated with the Maoists – have emerged that utilise ‘tested and proven’ tactics of 
intimidation, transport blockades and abduction to draw attention to their cause.
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or willingness) to establish the rule of law and provide public security. At the elite level, it will 
challenge trust between the leadership of different parties in one another’s commitment to finding an 
effective and sustainable political solution if they suspect others of orchestrating violence behind the 
scenes. Thus, negotiations in Northern Ireland between the main political actors before and after the 
signing of the 1998 Good Friday/Belfast Agreement were affected by parading disputes that showed 
little sign of abating, in which nationalist and unionist communities were pitted against one another 
(Jarman 2009). The disputes were long dogged by allegations that contrary actions by the unionist-
aligned Orange Order were being condoned or even encouraged by unionist political parties, and 
that Sinn Fein was fomenting protests amongst nationalist residents.

A primary challenge is to deal with symptoms while keeping in mind the larger, more 
structural conditions to be addressed. This is also relevant because many rights-focused activities in 
conflict tend to be symptom-oriented (handling complaints of human rights violations, investigation 
of individual cases, monitoring abuses) and as such run the risk of disregarding underlying patterns.8 

Thus the question arises, can symptoms be tackled in a way that contributes to the desired long-term 
change, and if so, how?

I have found it useful in this regard to draw on Lederach’s work on levels of response 
in addressing conflict situations, based on Dugan’s nested paradigm model (1996). This model 
proposes that conflict can be analysed and understood at four different yet interconnected levels: 
issue, relationships, sub-system, system (Lederach 1997, 56-60). While interventions at both the 
issue and the system level are necessary, Lederach argues that strategies focusing on the relationship 
and sub-system levels have the potential to “serve as sources of practical, immediate action and to 
sustain long-term transformation in settings” (1997, 61). The nested paradigm can be linked to the 
discussion at hand on human rights and conflict transformation by relating it to the iceberg metaphor 
(see Diagram 2).

Source: Dugan 1996, 9-20; Lederach 1997, 56-60; see also Diagram 1

8  This is somewhat paradoxical, since a human rights perspective on conflict emphasises structural conditions underpinning 
conflict and hence structural solutions for conflict. The symptom-oriented nature of some human rights methods can result 
in human rights actors viewing individual cases and complaints in isolation instead of seeing them as indicators of broader 
systemic human rights issues, which can diminish their effectiveness (e.g. ICHRP 2004, 71-72; Felner 2004, 4).

Diagram 2
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Combining the two images suggests that considering the relationship and sub-system 
contexts in which abuses take place may hold promise for connecting efforts targeting human rights 
violations as symptoms (at the issue-specific level) and causes of conflict (at the system level). In 
Nepal, for example, the land rights movement has started to map land distribution in several districts 
to serve as a basis for, amongst other things, negotiating local solutions to disputes with owners and 
government officials to ensure more equitable distribution and ownership of land. For now, land 
reform on a national, systemic level is still too contentious. Targeting the (sub-system) district level, 
however, is likely to address the immediate, ‘micro’ human rights issues in the particular social, 
economic and political setting within a district – yet it may also impact on broader systemic concerns 
by feeding into future policies and legislation.

 4.2  Power, the State and Resistance to Change
The analysis in Section 3 highlights the need to examine the division of power and 

resources in society and the extent to which this division may be systematically skewed in favour 
of those who happen to be in power at any given time. It also suggests that conflict transformation, 
both as a theoretical discipline and a field of practice, should become far more concerned with the 
nature, organisation and functioning of the state than it has been so far. Without paying attention 
to the institutions, mechanisms and processes that are supposed to generate effective participatory 
governance and order, it is very hard to address the core issues of structural violence, political 
marginalisation and socio-economic injustice.

As Clements points out, conflict resolution workers have tended to be ambivalent towards 
state and political systems, in part because of their “critique of the state’s monopoly of power and 
a rejection of threat and coercion as the primary means for generating order and stability” (2004, 
5). In fact, some scholars use the term conflict transformation in a relatively narrow way, to refer 
to “strategies for building effective relationships and communication patterns between groups in 
conflict” (Schirch 2006, 63). Yet the adversarial nature of relationships between parties in conflict 
may originally stem from their differential access to political, social and economic resources, and the 
extent to which the power and institutions of the state may have been used to dominate and exclude 
some. Thus, attention needs to be devoted to transforming both the relationships between parties 
and systems of governance. It is therefore fortunate that there seems to be growing recognition of 
the need to consider the state in the context of conflict transformation (Baechler 2004; OECD-DAC 
2008).

The power imbalance embedded in many (internal) conflicts has important consequences 
for actors seeking to support constructive processes geared towards developing more fair, participatory 
and equitable relationships, institutions and mechanisms. It means that a genuine transformation 
may only become possible once the weaker party has become aware and capable of challenging the 
status quo in such a way that the dominant party cannot afford to ignore such challenges. This point 
is well-recognized in the conflict transformation literature, especially with reference to the work 
of Curle (Curle 1971; see also Lederach 1997, 63-70; Francis 2004, 7-10). It is exemplified by the 
experiences of the Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) in South Africa. Emphasising HIV treatment 
literacy in its conflict with the South African state about access to treatment, TAC consciously sought 
to become a “social movement where poor people [become] their own advocates” and are able “to 
articulate	human	rights,	[and	learn]	how	to	apply	them	as	demands	in	relation	to	specific	social	and	
political issues” (Heywood 2009, 17). The literature further acknowledges that demands for human 
rights can at times intensify conflict in the short- to medium-term, albeit leading to “positive societal 
developments in the long run because of the undoing of injustices” (Pia/Diez 2007, 20).

48

zova
Highlight



Michelle Parlevliet

Rethinking Conflict Transformation from a Human Rights Perspective

14

© Berghof Research Center for Constructive Conflict Management 

Another implication of such power imbalance is, however, generally less acknowledged: 
the fact that those who benefit from the status quo are likely to resent and resist demands for change. 
Those in power may well perceive assertions of rights as a threat or nuisance (Gready/Ensor 2005, 
27). Hence, the state may be reluctant to accommodate demands for change (especially if it has 
been captured by a particular identity group or elite), even if those have been formally agreed upon 
in a peace settlement, or even if the state is formally obliged to abide by international human rights 
treaties and instruments it has ratified. Considerable and sustained public pressure may hence be 
needed to get the state to act in the best interests of a diverse population rather than a narrow few. 
Moreover, when encountering resistance, a challenge for interveners is to refrain from working 
against that resistance but rather try to work with it as a potential energy for change; pathologising 
it in terms of ‘spoilers’ is not necessarily helpful. As Baechler puts it, “systems are constituted by 
many actors, and not only by those we like” (2008, 3).9

The above implies that there is much scope for empowerment, mobilisation and advocacy 
in social change processes. Indeed, in Nepal, much development aid has been allocated to supporting 
human rights awareness-raising and advocacy. Efforts in this area have sought to enable those 
who have been excluded to ‘raise their voice’ and make rights claims by way of ‘confronting’ the 
state and pressure it into acting on its human rights obligations. While relevant and necessary, this 
emphasis on supporting the ‘demand’ side – which is usually facilitated through civil society actors 
– risks neglecting the ‘supply’ side: the extent to which existing state institutions and systems of 
governance are able and willing to meet the participation, identity, welfare and security needs of 
citizens. If the supply side is weak, increased demand for rights may intensify frustration amongst 
citizens about the failure of the state to deliver effectively and equitably. This, in turn, can create 
further potential for conflict.

In this respect, it is noteworthy that the OECD-DAC guidelines for international 
engagement in fragile states identify state-building as the central objective, with emphasis on 
supporting the legitimacy and accountability of states and on strengthening their capability to 
fulfil their core functions (OECD-DAC 2007). Hence, attention may be devoted to improving 
public service delivery and public sector management, and to supporting decentralization, security 
sector reform, anti-corruption and justice sector reform. Such processes are relevant for conflict 
transformation in terms of facilitating structural change (Baechler 2004), but they often focus 
primarily on the ‘technical’ side of structural reform, by building capacity in technical skills (e.g. 
financial management, case management in formal courts, investigation techniques) and development 
of policies and systems (e.g. procurement policies) – what could be called the hardware of public 
institutions. They seldom take into account how the prevailing software in such institutions – for 
example, institutional culture and values, communication patterns, perceptions of self and others, 
management style – may limit the impact of improved hardware. Yet this can be considerable, 
especially if the state and its bureaucracy have played a major role in exclusion, strong biases exist 
against certain groups, and/or the political and institutional culture is averse to the accommodation 

9  Such resistance may have transformative power, as colleagues from the Centre for Conflict Resolution and I found during an 
intervention with South Africa’s Office of the Public Protector (OPP) in 2004. The OPP had been grafted onto the Ombudsman’s 
Office established before the 1994 transition, with a different mandate, greater powers, an increase in staff numbers, a more 
diverse staff, and a new management structure and style. Thus, the previous body had to be transformed into an institution 
that would consider the interests of South Africa’s diverse population and strengthen constitutional democracy. Consequently, 
internal dynamics were intense – often negative – and impacted on the way the OPP functioned externally. Many staff found it 
difficult to see themselves in a service mode, and did not treat complainants with the necessary respect. We helped revise this 
through a renewed consciousness about the meaning of human dignity as applied to the organisation and the relationships 
within it, and the implications this would have for their attitudes and practices, including their engagement with people outside. 
Working with people’s resistance meant providing space for people to voice their concerns, to grapple with the fear of comfort 
zones disappearing, and to develop an understanding that the change in and around the institution was inevitable, but that they 
could be agents in shaping or co-creating it themselves.
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of diverse interests and the participation of a wide range of stakeholders.
Hardware-focused reform efforts impact on a state’s ability. Yet addressing the software 

is of prime importance if the state’s willingness to respect human rights and provide access to the 
resources and processes necessary for people to meet their needs is to be enhanced – also because 
this software is where resistance to change is largely grounded.

 4.3  Process Orientation and Constructive Engagement between State and 
  Civil Society

The above raises the question of how to work on the technical side of improving state 
capacity in a way that takes into account how political and institutional culture (including political 
will, attitudes, systemic biases) may affect or undermine such efforts. Or, put differently, how can 
we work to enhance state capacity while simultaneously challenging the existing culture, will and 
practices, without lending support (and/or legitimacy) to undemocratic forces, attitudes and beliefs 
within the state, government and civil service? Such questions defy easy answers, but at least two 
strategies may have particular potential: a) focusing on process and b) improving relationships 
between state and non-state actors.

Paying greater attention to process is based on the recognition that the manner in which 
issues are addressed can either impact positively on underlying conditions and patterns or can 
exacerbate them and undermine the change desired (as discussed in Section 3.2). A process orientation 
is valuable in working towards change at the structural and cultural level, as it can give people 
experiences of ‘doing things differently’ (as was the case in the South African peace committees 
mentioned above). As such, it helps with imagining what can be rather than basing behaviour and 
attitudes on what is or what has been. Implicit here is the importance of recognizing the relational and 
the personal level in conflict transformation, even in relation to structural issues – state institutions 
are not anonymous entities. Instead, they are “structures filled with life and meaning by the people 
within, who were and are faced with choices everyday that shape the institution, its legitimacy and 
image as well as its capacities to do good or harm” (Kayser-Whande/Schell-Faucon 2009, 22).

However, as suggested earlier, it must be recognized that individuals working in state 
institutions may not necessarily want to do things differently. Bureaucracies tend to be intrinsically 
conservative, as the people within have grown used to certain practices and ways of doing things 
and may benefit from the status quo. Combining process orientation with pressure from outside is 
therefore useful, in that the latter then serves as a consistent reminder of the need for reform. This 
can in part be achieved by ensuring greater and more substantial engagement between state and civil 
society actors. Much more effort should be made to facilitate discussion and interaction between 
those who are supposed to deliver (the state) and those whose right it is to benefit, to ensure that 
there is a constant engagement on why change is needed, what change is needed and how it can be 
achieved. Such pressure from outside can also assist in monitoring the pace, scope and contents of 
reform.

In Nepal, the land rights movement has started to focus much more attention on interacting 
frequently with national and local government officials. Activists do so with a view to enhancing the 
officials’ understanding of the need for land reform and to obtaining their collaboration in practical 
matters, such as tenant registration, data collection and nonviolent evictions. Such interactions 
complement the movement’s main strategies of empowering and mobilising landless people through 
more confrontational techniques of nonviolent action (e.g. protests and sit-ins at government 
offices).10

10  Personal communication with Jagat Basnet, Jagat Deuja and Kalpana Karki from the Community Self-Reliance Centre (CSRC), 
Kathmandu, January 2009. CSRC is the main facilitator of the national land rights movement, which covers 42 districts in Nepal 
(as at December 2008).
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This emphasis on greater engagement between state and non-state actors suggests that it 
may be necessary for conflict transformation practitioners to help facilitate relationships between the 
state and civil society that are more problem-solving oriented than adversarial. A recent study from 
the World Bank indeed identifies fostering positive state-citizen relationships as ‘the missing link’ in 
state-building practice and policy (Von Kaltenborn-Stachau 2008). Clements thus concludes: “Perhaps 
this is the major contribution that the conflict resolution community can make to transform corrupt 
deficient state systems. It can begin modelling political processes which are collaborative rather than 
competitive, unconditionally constructive rather than adversarial and where the interests of all are 
placed at the heart of the political process” (2004, 14). Yet this may raise another dilemma: how does 
this emphasis on collaboration, positive relationships and problem-solving relate to the need pointed 
out earlier, for advocacy, empowering the weaker party and confronting the status quo?

 4.4 Conflict Sensitivity: ‘Do No Harm’ or Conflict Intensification?
The emphasis on analysing power and challenging existing power relations proposed 

here means that conflict transformation may at times be at odds with conflict sensitivity, if the latter 
is understood simplistically. Formally, the notion “conflict sensitivity” refers to the importance of 
understanding the context in which interventions take place so as to prevent impacting negatively 
on the local context while maximizing positive impact.11 In practice, however, the term is often 
uncritically applied to highlight the need to avoid feeding into local conflict dynamics or to not 
exacerbate existing divisions – without recognizing that this may lead actors to refrain from 
challenging a status quo worth challenging and to shy away from raising critical, justice-related 
issues in a local context. For example, during a workshop with land rights activists, a district 
coordinator shared his bewilderment about the emphasis placed by donors on ‘doing no harm’. He 
noted that raising the awareness of landless farmers and tenants and helping them to form “people’s 
organisations” to stand stronger in their interactions with land owners, government officials and 
politicians, was by definition perceived as ‘doing harm’ by landlords because “it creates trouble”. 
“But”, he asked, “if we don’t do so, surely that does much more harm, by maintaining or reinforcing 
social injustice?” Many of his colleagues shared his confusion.

The practical implementation of human rights measures also generally creates resistance 
on the part of forces that benefit from the status quo because it involves a transfer of power (ICHRP 
2006, 101). Even if political elites profess strong rhetorical commitment to human rights, deeply 
entrenched social and political systems and practices may impede rights-based change in a specific 
context (see also Section 4.2). Writing on Rwanda, Jones identifies hierarchical leadership, passive 
acceptance of the status quo and a culture of silence, rumours and mistrust as factors that limit the 
civic space and fuel government suspicion of rights-based action and mobilisation of grass-roots 
populations (2005, 95).

The above means that an emphasis on conflict sensitivity should not hold actors back 
from undertaking or supporting initiatives that may cause tension or feed into existing divisions. 
It highlights the need for careful analysis, so that interveners can anticipate tension, resistance or 
outright conflict that may be triggered and develop strategies for handling these. It also presents a 
dilemma of how to challenge vested interests in a constructive way and realize thus-far repressed 
rights without triggering a repressive or violent response from the powers that be. In the discussion 
prompted by the district coordinator’s question, the question of how activists raise awareness 

11  The notion conflict sensitivity originally arose in the context of humanitarian assistance but has increasingly been applied 
to broader development work. This is based on the recognition that development initiatives are external interventions with the 
potential to contribute to dividing or connecting tendencies in the communities, institutions and local context they are meant to 
benefit (Anderson 1999; International Alert et al. 2004).
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amongst landless people and help them demand respect for rights, surfaced as essential. Activists 
noted that while padlocking public offices or calling a transport strike are regular mobilisation and 
advocacy tactics in Nepal, neither is necessarily constructive or strategic, especially when used 
frequently. They tend to generate anger and irritation, and may make people in positions of authority 
reluctant to engage. In general, the concrete realization of rights requires the collaboration of others 
– whether provided willingly or grudgingly – which means that people must be able to talk about, 
defend and present their rights in a way that makes such collaboration more, not less, likely.

Thus, intensification or escalation of conflict may be necessary in a context of injustice, 
but it has to be nonviolent and strategic, i.e. with a view to the possible ramifications of one’s actions 
and to the aims pursued. In many instances, rights claims are presented as positions – demands 
of what a party wants or believes should be done. If stated in an adversarial manner, this easily 
triggers a defensive reaction as it increases the recipients’ perception of threat and may reduce their 
receptiveness to the rights claim being made. Other factors may feed into this dynamic, for example 
if rights claims are associated with – or perceived as – attributing blame; when they are used as 
political propaganda; or when parties in conflict articulate rights in such a way that they only benefit 
themselves, and disregard others’ rights (e.g. Parlevliet 2009; Pia/Diez 2007; Felner 2004). For 
this reason, I have started exploring the notion of ‘non-adversarial advocacy’ as a possible strategy 
for raising human rights concerns, in which rights demands are framed in terms of the underlying 
needs and interests of various stakeholders.12 Like Mahony’s “persuasive human rights diplomacy” 
(see Annex A, page 27), it is a strategy geared towards rights protection and social change that tries 
to combine challenging the status quo and a problem-solving orientation. This is not to suggest 
that there is no place for adversarial and/or confrontational tactics when seeking to expose latent 
conflict; there is, both in contexts of repression and in post-settlement environments or emerging 
democracies. In the former, ‘joint problem-solving’ with an authoritarian and illegitimate state 
may be both far-fetched and inappropriate. In the latter, litigation can be very effective in “getting 
governments to do their duties” (Heywood 2009, 19).

This discussion highlights the importance of understanding the context in which one 
operates – and of recognizing how different tactics are necessary at various points in time and in 
different contexts when working for transformation and a just peace. Manifesting latent conflict 
comes in different forms, requiring a combination of mobilisation, confrontation, negotiation and 
other tactics. As Heywood acknowledges, the space between collaboration and confrontation can be a 
difficult one to occupy for civil society actors (2009, 29). Here, conflict transformation practitioners 
can help parties in conflict and other stakeholders to assess their options for action.

 4.5 Balancing Facilitation and Advocacy Roles
Considering the points made above about the importance of mobilisation and advocacy in 

conflict transformation, what does this mean for conflict transformation practitioners? Can or should 
they play such roles, or must they refrain from doing so? If they were to function as advocates, how 
would that impact on more facilitative roles? Such questions have been debated before, prompted 
by the recognition that the traditional conflict resolution emphasis on facilitators or interveners 
being impartial, neutral and non-partisan can pose serious moral and political problems in contexts 
of grave injustice or serious power imbalances (e.g. Meijer 1997; Lampen 1997; Arnold 1998b). 
They are all the more relevant in the context of conflict transformation, given its concern with social 
change and justice.
12  In previous publications I have spoken in this context of a ‘confidence-building approach’ to human rights work, which “seeks 
to obtain the co-operation of parties through dialogue, relationship-building and the development of trust, by exploring the 
parties’ needs and interests, and communicating about rights in terms of such interests and needs” (Parlevliet 2002, 36).
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I used to believe that combining facilitator and advocacy roles in one person or 
organisation was both impossible and problematic, but my view has gradually become more 
nuanced. It now seems to me that it is possible, difficult and not necessarily ideal – but sometimes 
the reality. In practice, actors seeking to impact constructively on a conflict situation may get caught 
up in both types of roles. For example, during Nepal’s armed conflict, some human rights activists 
served as facilitators and/or mediators at grass-roots level, negotiating with combatants on either 
side to assist in the release of abducted or arrested individuals, to relieve a community from being 
targeted by both sides, or to ensure that schools were respected as “zones for peace”. Their work in 
this regard did not hold them back in their human rights advocacy, nor did the latter prevent them 
from being effective facilitators. In fact, their strong and well-known human rights stance enhanced 
their credibility amongst communities and combatants to function as facilitators; they made human 
rights the parameters for dialogue and negotiation with the parties in conflict.13 In Zimbabwe, on 
the other hand, a non-denominational network of churches in Manicaland found itself challenged 
when combining their commitment to justice with their desire to seek peace. The former led them 
to denounce abuses, call for accountability and assist victims of violence, while the latter prompted 
them to intervene in local conflict situations and facilitate dialogue involving youth militia, war 
veterans, security forces and local communities. The more they engaged with perpetrators of 
violence, the more they experienced pressure from community members to stand up for what was 
‘right’; yet being outspoken and active on issues of justice made them less acceptable as a facilitator 
to one side or another, because it created a perception of bias. Meanwhile, they were torn internally, 
as some prioritised one role and others wanted to concentrate on the other.14

The above suggests that in relation to combining different roles, much depends on the 
context, the specific conflict and power dynamics, the credibility of the intervener, the level at 
which he or she operates, and his/her relationships with conflicting parties. It also matters what we 
understand by advocacy, how this advocacy is done and what it is about. Advocacy is generally 
associated with speaking out, drawing attention to one’s cause and taking a clear, public stance on a 
particular issue or cause. Yet speaking out and taking a stance can also occur outside of the limelight, 
in the relationship between a facilitator and a conflict party, where criticism “may be accepted […] 
which would be ignored if it was made in public” (Lampen 1997); the non-adversarial approach to 
advocacy suggested earlier comes to mind here. 

Kraybill distinguishes four types of advocacy: a party advocate promotes a particular 
party’s interests; an outcome advocate pursues an outcome that he or she considers desirable 
irrespective of who happens to benefit from it; a process advocate promotes a specific way of 
deciding things or getting things done, while a values advocate champions certain concepts or 
principles such as democracy, fair play and the rule of law (1992, 13-14). He argues that conflict 
transformation practitioners ought to engage in the latter two types of advocacy and must be upfront 
about the values that motivate them and the nature of the process they facilitate (ibid). Outcome 
advocacy is not necessarily outside the realm of conflict transformation either, if understood as 
advocating in general terms for an outcome that fits within a rights framework, rather than for a 
specific substantive outcome (Galant/Parlevliet 2005, 117). Party advocacy, however, is problematic 
if one seeks to be acceptable as a facilitator or mediator to opposing parties in conflict. In other 
words, some forms of advocacy can be combined with acting in facilitative roles. Still, a practical 
challenge lies in the possibility of parties conflating an intervener’s values advocacy (e.g. on 

13  Conversations with staff members of present and past partner organisations of Danida’s Human Rights and Good Governance 
Programme (DanidaHUGOU), Nepal (2006-2009); and discussion at the DanidaHUGOU synergy workshop, in Nepalgunj in July 
2007, with participants from seven partner organisations.
14  Based on work conducted in 2003 and 2004 with Churches in Manicaland (see also Galant/Parlevliet 2005, 124-125).
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fairness, human rights) with party advocacy. This arises especially in asymmetric conflicts where 
advocacy of human rights standards is quickly perceived as reflecting a stance in favour of one party 
or another (e.g. Felner 2004).

Of course, facilitation and advocacy are but two of the roles that are required in conflict 
transformation processes; many others are relevant too. Generally, any one actor (organisation or 
individual) is likely to play multiple roles in a conflict context when working towards peace and 
transformation. Pursuing ‘role integrity’ is an important imperative in such instances; this means that 
an actor does not play any roles that have conflicting principles or objectives (Arnold 1998b, 15). 
Where performance of one role may compromise the actor’s ability to function effectively in another 
role, we need to consider whether one of the two can be cast aside or transferred to another actor 
whose other functions are more in line with that role. A division of labour may thus ensue in which 
different actors intervening in a particular context play different primary roles.

At times, a division of labour may be possible within one and the same organisation or 
network. Within the United Nations, for example, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights is positioned “as the ‘bad cop’ who should impose limits on the deals [senior UN officials] 
negotiate” (Hannum, 2006, 24). In Manicaland, the churches developed a division of labour amongst 
themselves to balance their ‘peace’ and their ‘justice’ roles, once they had clarified their different 
roles as a network and their respective strengths and limitations. A Nepali human rights organisation 
involved in peacebuilding work tends to let its community activists focus on human rights education 
and facilitation of dialogue on issues of violence and human rights abuse, while its regional offices 
emphasise advocacy, fact-finding and denunciation of human rights violations that occur at grass-
roots level.15 When establishing role integrity through a division of labour amongst different actors, 
it is necessary to develop effective coordination and communication mechanisms in order to prevent 
them from working at cross-purposes. In this way, they can join their comparative strengths while 
keeping their unique identities. If, however, a combination of contradictory roles cannot be avoided 
in specific instances, one needs at least to anticipate confusion and tension that may arise and devise 
strategies to manage possible negative ramifications. In sum, role integrity is the goal, but role 
clarity is a necessity.

 5. Conclusion and Further Research

Over the years, I have often wondered why the mutual stereotypes about human rights 
actors and conflict transformation practitioners remain so strong. Also, why is the perception of 
a clash between the two fields so persistent, despite the increasing recognition of the close link 
between human rights, conflict and peace, and of peace and justice being complementary? This is 
not just a theoretical question. It has practical relevance in terms of the possible lost opportunities for 
effective collaboration and maximising impact in a specific context. The literature review in Annex 
A identifies several factors that fuel the sense of a clear-cut dichotomy, such as competition for 
resources; protection of professional turf and identity, especially when operating at an international 
policy level; and caricatures of both ‘constituencies’. Elsewhere, it has also been suggested 
that practitioners and scholars in the two fields operate on different assumptions relating to the 
acceptability and role of violence. While the conflict transformation field emphasises ‘constructive’ 
(i.e. nonviolent) approaches to conflict, human rights norms do not prohibit war or violence per se 
and international humanitarian law only governs the conduct of war, not its legality (Hannum 2006, 
15  Interview with regional coordinator and community workers of the Informal Sector Service Centre (INSEC), Nepalgunj office, 
Nepal.
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5; Saunders 2001, 2; Lutz et al. 2003, 179). Yet another explanation can be found in Bell’s argument 
that human rights promoters and conflict resolvers have a fundamentally different analysis of the 
causes of conflict, neither of which leaves room for the other. At the root of conflict lies either inter-
group hatred (i.e. subjective issues such as emotions, perceptions, relationships – the domain of 
conflict resolvers) or a lack of democracy (i.e. substantive issues, which are the domain of human 
rights promoters). Hence, strategies for intervention differ fundamentally and are at odds with one 
another (Bell 2006, 356-357).16

The discussion in this article suggests that both conflict analyses are valid at one and the 
same time. Governance-related issues and relationships are intertwined, forming structural conditions 
that create tensions in society which provide fertile ground for violent conflict. As the peace and 
conflict field has started to focus more on the notion of conflict transformation, concerns with justice 
and fundamental reform have become more explicit. In the same vein, it would be unwise to dismiss 
relationships as being irrelevant to human rights, given that the latter are rooted in human dignity 
and that rights standards help to cultivate a certain type of relationships in the public sphere.

There is probably no one, definitive, explanation of why the ‘clash’ perception remains so 
strong and the resultant stereotypes are so persistent. As recognized earlier, real differences between 
the two fields do exist, and simplistic interpretations are hard to eradicate. Yet something else may be 
at play too, besides the factors noted above. My own hypothesis (as yet untested), is that the human 
rights and the conflict fields, much as they complement one another, also tap into one another’s 
‘weak spot’. While the human rights field’s emphasis on tackling structural, underlying conditions 
is accepted by the conflict transformation field, this is an area where we find it hard to show results 
and develop effective strategies. On the other hand, the human rights field tends to perceive the 
world in terms of right and wrong, black and white, while peace and conflict work highlights – and 
capitalises on – the areas of grey that exist in reality. This can be difficult for human rights actors in 
that it may create a slippery slope of morality. In other words, each field touches at the core of what 
actors in the other field struggle with and/or feel sensitive about. However contentious this thesis 
may be, the question it seeks to address does matter, because the lasting stereotypes and sense of 
division can fuel mistrust, impatience, and lack of understanding between human rights actors and 
conflict workers that can complicate the interventions in which they are both involved.

The central argument in this article has been that the transformation of violent conflict 
to sustainable peace requires insights and strategies from both the human rights and the conflict 
transformation fields. Considering the two in conjunction enhances one’s analysis of the underlying 
causes, dynamics and manifestations of conflict. A human rights perspective highlights the socio-
political nature of conflict transformation. It suggests the need to recognize the role and responsibility 
of the state and the nature and functioning of systems of governance. While Azar’s work on 
protracted social conflict (1990) – which attributes considerable weight to the state – has informed 
our thinking on conflict transformation, ongoing practice and scholarship has focused extensively 
on civil society initiatives, relationship-building and bottom-up processes. Less attention has been 
given to the crucial role of the state in generating (violent) conflict or causing it to escalate.

This means that more explicit attention should be devoted to issues of power in the analysis 
of conflict and in the design of processes for addressing and transforming conflict. Considering 
human rights in relation to conflict transformation substantiates the latter’s normative basis and 
makes it more explicit. It reflects that the project of conflict transformation is not geared towards just 
16  Bell does not comment on it, but the question can also be raised how educational background comes into play, given the 
extent to which one’s analysis may be shaped differently by the law (prevalent in the human rights field) or social sciences 
(widespread amongst conflict transformation scholars and practitioners).
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‘any peace’ but peace of a certain quality. Failure to recognize issues of power, justice, equality and 
democratisation risks depoliticising conflict transformation, undermining its impact. It may result in 
conflict transformation “acting as a tool for pacification rather than for the achievement of genuinely 
peaceful (i.e., just) relationships” (Francis 2004, 2).

It has also been argued that in efforts to build a sustainable peace, a narrow, legalistic 
understanding does not suffice. Considering human rights in the context of conflict transformation 
emphasises the importance of combining state-building and institutional reform with relationship-
building and with attention to process, and of combining a focus on the responsibilities of the 
state with a focus on the responsibilities of citizens. Addressing these dimensions of human rights 
in conflict transformation helps to create an environment in which institutions of governance are 
legitimate, the division of power, resources and opportunities is fair, processes exist to manage 
conflicts constructively and effectively, and where respect for human dignity is at the core of 
relationships between state and citizens and amongst citizens themselves.

Various issues raised in this article warrant further exploration in research and practice. 
There are also areas that have not been discussed here, yet should be examined to develop a more 
in-depth understanding of how conflict transformation and human rights interact in general and in 
specific settings. For me, a few issues arising from the reflections in this article include the following 
(not listed in order of importance):

Firstly, this article has concentrated on intra-state conflict and has highlighted the role of 
the state in relation to citizens. It has, however, not engaged with other facets of reality that also 
characterize many contemporary conflicts, such as cross-border linkages and the role of non-state 
actors including customary institutions (traditional leaders, informal justice systems) and other 
social entities (e.g. war lords, religious movements, gang leaders). Such non-state actors are often 
an integral part of the political order in regions of apparent fragility as formal state institutions tend 
to be weak and have limited reach (Boege et al. 2008, 10). What are the implications of this reality 
for processes to transform conflict with due consideration of human rights? For one, it underscores 
the need for a horizontal application of human rights, in which rights standards are considered in 
the relationships between and amongst citizens and non-state actors, and are not confined to the 
relationship between the state and citizens. Yet it also raises questions of enforcement, with respect 
to the limitations of such informal or customary orders of governance in terms of human rights and 
social justice. Such mechanisms may flout human rights values and principles, especially those 
relating to due process, fairness, non-discrimination, gender equality and participation. They can 
also reinforce unequal power relations and structural discrimination. This raises a dilemma of how to 
facilitate a “positive mutual accommodation” of state and non-state mechanisms in hybrid political 
orders (Boege et al. 2008, 12) while grounding the resultant political order on a normative basis in 
line with international standards.

Secondly, the interaction between the local and the international should also be given 
greater consideration. Conflict transformation emphasises the importance of local ownership, while 
human rights form part of an international normative framework. A tension may thus arise between 
“global norms and local agency” (Orentlicher 2007); this has come poignantly to the fore in relation 
to war crimes cases pursued by the International Criminal Court (ICC). For example, contentious 
debate has erupted on how the arrest warrants issued by the ICC for key leaders of the Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA) relate to the interests and preferences of the local population, which has 
borne the brunt of the violence committed by the LRA and the Ugandan security forces (e.g. Branch 
2007). This suggests that the tension between global norms and local agency may be especially 
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likely to surface in situations where a settlement between conflicting parties has not yet been 
reached; where the norms are enforced by an international body outside the context where violence 
was committed; and/or retributive justice is prioritised in enforcing global norms.

Thirdly, despite the emphasis on structural change in both conflict transformation and 
human rights, we are far from clear about how structural change might be achieved and how it can 
best be supported. Nor is there clarity on the scope for and limitations of external involvement in 
such change processes. It might be useful to compare theories of change that prevail in the human 
rights field and the conflict transformation field, respectively. In considering structural change, 
more attention should also be paid to resistance to change within institutions and amongst political 
elites, and how best to handle that. For a field that is concerned with transforming the underlying 
conditions that create direct, structural and cultural violence, it is surprising that handling resistance 
to change has been given so little, if any, consideration – yet it is so important in determining what 
can be achieved in a given situation. More research and better practice is needed in this area, to 
enhance our ability to work with such resistance rather than working against it.
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a. NatioNal humaN rights iNstitutioNs iN situatioNs 

of CoNfliCt

1. Establishing institutions during conflict

During conflict, normal political, judicial and other systems have necessarily failed to 
resolve disputes. The consensus or practical capacity to create an NHRI may not exist in 
times of public emergency or may simply not be a priority. Nonetheless, establishing an 
NHRI during conflict may promote dialogue between moderates on all sides. It might 
also signal the Government’s intention to deal with existing problems, as well as provide 
some check on potential abuses on either side of the conflict. Early planning can be 
undertaken with the support of the international community, perhaps in a safe zone in 
another country, to get the parties to focus on the creation of an institution that can 
start to address issues as soon as feasible.

2. Roles of national human rights institutions in times of conflict

National human rights institutions operating in conflict situations may undertake several 
roles, all of which are directly relevant to the core protection mandate in times of insta-
bility and heightened likelihood of serious human rights violations. These may include:

– Efforts to promote dialogue between combatants;

– Efforts to promote the establishment and growth of peacebuilding mechanisms 
among representative communities; and

– Efforts to encourage acceptable and necessary accommodations to deal with under-
lying human rights issues that may be at the root of the conflict.

National human rights institutions face particular demands and challenges in times of 
conflict. The role of an NHRI during an internal conflict in the country will differ from 
normal programme functions. The NHRI might be required to fundamentally shift pro-
gramme emphasis towards core protection, peacebuilding or transitional justice, de-
pending on the context. In all cases, the change in activity or new functions should be 
consistent with the enabling legislation:

■■  Training, education and public awareness: NHRIs may concentrate on commu-
nity-based training, especially with regard to the need to respect the rights of mi-
norities. Where large numbers of persons are displaced by the conflict, human rights 
education may also be required for host populations;

■■  Investigation: NHRIs should be aware of particular human rights problems that may 
occur in situations of conflict, such as the use of child soldiers or the use of sexual 
assault as a weapon. Another important issue is confidentiality and the protection of 
witness/victim identity;

■■  Monitoring human rights: NHRIs may be required to monitor events rather than in-
vestigate them since full-scale investigations may not be either desirable or possible. 
This will require the monitors to fully understand the human rights and humanitarian 
laws that apply;

■■  Advice to the Government: NHRIs have a responsibility to advise Governments dur-
ing times of conflict. In fact, it is precisely during such periods that respect for human 
rights is the most at risk.

National human rights institutions may face criticism from the authorities and their 
supporters that they care more for human rights violators than for the security 
of citizens and victims; or that they are holding the Government accountable for 
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standards that are being ignored by the other side. To address these criticisms, it is 
important for NHRIs to ensure that rebel factions are held accountable for human 
rights violations, in addition to holding the State accountable for its human rights 
obligations.

Certain international rights norms apply to all combatants including insurgent groups. 
While a Government has the duty to protect itself and its people from violence, it does 
not have carte blanche. The major international agreements give Governments latitude 
to restrict the application of certain rights to ensure public order. There is a mechanism 
available to States to suspend or restrict some rights by derogating from a treaty, but 
States must follow formal procedures. If a State intends to restrict rights in this manner, 
the NHRI must press it to fulfil its responsibilities in this regard. Moreover, certain rights 
are not subject to derogation, and NHRIs must bring this fact to the attention of any 
Government that is considering restricting them.

Insurgents, by definition, operate outside the legal framework of a country. In some 
ways, therefore, it may be impossible to hold them accountable for human rights vio-
lations in the same manner as Governments. Nonetheless, some international rights 
norms apply to all combatants whether State actors or not. There is also a body of 
opinion which holds that, if an insurgent group has the effective control of an area, it is 
the de facto government and therefore has the same responsibilities and is liable to the 
same consequences as Governments for violations of customary law. An NHRI has the 
responsibility to let insurgent groups know that they, too, have human rights responsi-
bilities and will ultimately be held accountable.

An NHRI must also advise the Government on how to respond to the underlying problems 
and tensions that have led to the conflict, since many of these will likely relate to human 
rights.

Peacebuilding: an institution’s efforts to build peace are likely to involve at least:
(a) efforts to promote dialogue between combatants; (b) efforts to promote peace-
building mechanisms among representative communities; and (c) efforts to encourage 
acceptable and necessary accommodations to deal with underlying human rights issues 
that may be at the root of the conflict.

Promoting dialogue between combatants. Resolving conflict requires the combat-
ants to enter into a respectful dialogue. National human rights institutions may seek 
ways to ensure that this dialogue can start and be sustained. The fact that there is con-
flict means that normal channels of dialogue have failed. It may be possible, nonethe-
less, in the absence of these normal channels for an institution to establish itself as the 
interface between combatants.

To do this, it must establish its credentials as an honest interlocutor. It must convince non-
State actors that it is not a front for the Government; it must convince the Government 
that it is not a sympathizer of the insurgents. This might best be accomplished if the in-
stitution can join with other non-politicized social forces—religious, cultural, traditional 
leaders—to form a peace group whose sole aim is to encourage a peaceful solution 
without firm reference to terms and conditions.

Promoting peacebuilding efforts between communities. Insurgency may be fed by 
animosity between different communities. An NHRI can encourage and promote peace-
building efforts between communities that feel aggrieved. Even in the most divisive 
circumstances there are always moderates: NHRIs should seek them out and facilitate 
meetings to allow them to discuss the issues underlying the conflict, as well as ways in 
which peace and harmony can be restored. Representatives of church groups, NGOs 
promoting peace, local leaders, respected elders, all can be brought together to dem-
onstrate that change can be achieved by other ways than conflict.
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Proposing solutions to underlying problems. National human rights institutions 
should promote acceptable solutions to the underlying issues. This requires, first, that 
they should develop a thorough understanding of those issues from the perspective of 
both sides. The institution should be seen to appreciate the points of view involved, 
since failure to do so will mean that one side or another will not feel that its concerns are 
being heard. It also means that the institution must develop recommendations that not 
only respond to the concerns of both sides but that are practical. If possible, attempts 
can be made to get agreement before moving on to more difficult issues. As with other 
efforts to promote peace, proposals that find favour with moderates within the combat-
ant communities have the best chance of success.

Training, education and public awareness: an institution operating in a situation of 
conflict will wish to ensure that the State organs involved understand both the human 
rights and the humanitarian norms that apply, as well as the potential consequences of 
breaching them. This will be especially relevant for vulnerable groups such as internally 
displaced persons.

The institution may also wish to redouble its efforts in community-based human rights 
training, especially with regard to the need for respecting the rights of people who may 
not share the same political view or belong to the same cultural, ethnic or language 
group as the majority.

If the root of the conflict lies in a real situation of inequality, the institution must make 
every effort to ensure that the majority population understands the nature of legitimate 
grievances, as well as the need to address them.

If large numbers of persons are displaced by the conflict, training may be required to 
ensure that the population in areas to which persons are displaced are sensitive to their 
situation, as well as their rights. Similarly, institutions in neighbouring countries may 
have to ensure public education on the rights of refugees, where this is an issue.

Monitoring human rights: the general discussion on monitoring set out in chapter 
VII applies here, but certain issues take on special importance. The absolute obligation 
on human rights workers to “do no harm” must be respected, especially as regards 
individuals who may be endangered because they are on one side or another in the 
conflict. Safety considerations are paramount, both with regard to the public generally 
and the staff member; rules about confidentiality and the protection of witness/victim 
identity apply.

National human rights institutions will likely be restricted to incident-based monitoring 
since full-scale investigation may be neither desirable nor possible. This will require the 
monitors to fully understand the human rights and humanitarian laws that apply.

Institutions operating in situations of conflict will also likely have to monitor the situ-
ation of internally displaced persons to ensure that their needs are being adequately 
attended to and that, if they are from a minority population, their rights are not being 
ignored. Similarly, institutions operating in neighbouring countries may also have to be 
vigilant in monitoring the rights of refugees who arrive there.

Investigation: as with the discussion on monitoring above, the general principles that 
apply to human rights investigations set out in chapter V also apply to investigations 
in conflict. Again, as with monitoring, the obligation to “do no harm”, safety and the 
protection of identity are particularly important to investigations conducted in situations 
of conflict.

An investigation into an insurgent action may not necessarily involve non-State actors, 
who have different legal responsibilities than States. Moreover, in many countries, NHRIs 
may not have jurisdiction over non-State actors. Nonetheless, the NHRI should be able 
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to record the facts and, where possible, make findings of fact. This will permit the evi-
dence to be made public and may also permit NGOs or individuals to have a stronger 
factual base to initiate proceedings themselves. This might be particularly important if 
specialized international or national tribunals are set up when the conflict ends.

National human rights institutions should be aware of, and where possible fully docu-
ment, particular human rights problems that may occur in conflict: the use of child 
soldiers or the use of sexual assault as a weapon, for example.
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b. NatioNal humaN rights iNstitutioNs iN 

post-CoNfliCt situatioNs

The establishment of an NHRI has become a feature of recent peace proposals and 
agreements. There is an acceptance that institutions can play both a preventive and a 
restorative role in such circumstances. Their role in promoting human rights, tolerance 
and respect can help ensure that local issues are resolved without recourse to violence. 
They can also help deal with the particular fallout from past violence in ways that bring 
closure. Institutions in post-conflict situations are likely to play roles that are unique to 
them and to modify normal programme functions to respond to the specific situations 
they face.

1. Unique functions of institutions in post-conflict situations

The social fabric will have been damaged by prolonged conflict and countries in post-
conflict situations will therefore need to promote the different and sometimes compet-
ing demands of justice and reconciliation.

Reconciliation may ensure that people, especially those that have experienced viola-
tions, are able to voice their feelings, experiences and expectations. It may support the 
rehabilitation of combatants and their reintegration into society. And it helps to create 
an environment where people can live together again. Ensuring justice may serve to deal 
with past abuses so as to ensure that there is no impunity for gross human rights abuse.

The balance that is appropriate in any one country is a matter for that country, and its 
people, to decide, so long as it is consistent with international norms. An institution 
can play a useful role in helping define where this balance may be found, including 
by surveying the views of the people. In all cases, the activities of the NHRI should be 
consistent with its enabling law.

2. Documenting past abuses

Institutions that are created in post-conflict situations may be given the authority to 
receive and document allegations of abuse that occurred during times of conflict. The 
institution may not have the authority to investigate the abuses, since these would pre-
date the creation of the institution. Nonetheless giving an institution the authority to 
compile allegations and evidence could serve a number of important functions. It would 
give victims a chance to be heard. It could facilitate the development of a databank that 
might be useful if a special process were put in place to deal with such abuses. It would 
establish a historical record.

Where conflict has resulted in serious crimes against humanity, specialized international 
or national tribunals may be set up. An NHRI that has documented past abuses may 
provide evidence in that forum.

3. Supporting reintegration

With peace comes the demobilization of combatants, and with demobilization comes 
the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. National human rights institutions can play 
a role by preparing the terrain through community-centred awareness programmes, 
lobbying the Government and others to financially support the initiative to ensure that 
ex-combatants are trained and supported in their reintegration. Allegations of abuse 
should be dealt with quickly and effectively. Given the overwhelming need to support 
reintegration and harmony, non-adversarial approaches might be the most appropriate 
for dealing with potential problems.
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Land redistribution may also become an issue with demobilization. An institution may 
have to be especially vigilant and responsive to potential human rights problems related 
to this. These should be addressed quickly and, to the extent possible, in non-confron-
tational ways, since the aim should be to rebuild harmony within the community.

Reintegration issues will also arise with regard to returning refugees or displaced per-
sons. Many of the same tensions that may arise with returning demobilized combatants 
will apply to these individuals as well.

4. Supporting special initiatives for child soldiers and child abductees

Child soldiers and children who have been abducted will have very special needs. Of 
prime importance is the need for comprehensive programmes to allow them to deal 
with the trauma they have experienced, which may have included sexual abuse.

There may also be a specific need to support the reintegration of the former child soldier 
or abducted child. This will likely involve special education and training initiatives, because 
their age, and other factors, may make returning to regular classrooms unrealistic. It may 
mean the establishment of alternative care programmes for children with no family. It may 
also mean special efforts to promote the acceptance of these children back into the com-
munity, which, for a variety of reasons, may be reluctant to have them back.

5. Challenges in carrying out normal programme functions

Training, education and public awareness: a country that has experienced long peri-
ods of violence and upheaval is unlikely to have developed a strong human rights culture 
or will have had that culture severely weakened. Institutions may therefore consider 
general human rights awareness training to be a priority. People who have lived under 
such conditions may also be unaware and/or distrustful of official mechanisms, includ-
ing a newly created NHRI. Institutions will have to develop education programming to 
publicize what they can do and establish their credibility.

Human rights defenders, including NGO activists, are often targeted during conflict. 
Many may have been killed as a consequence of their activities; many more will have 
gone into exile and may not return immediately, if at all. This is a serious loss for the 
country’s human rights culture and NHRIs may determine that there is a particular need 
to support the creation of NGOs in post-conflict situations and develop their capacity.

Many conflicts are caused or exacerbated by real or perceived inequities suffered by 
religious, ethnic, social, cultural, political or other minorities. To the extent that this is 
the case, an NHRI operating in a post-conflict situation will develop specific education 
programmes directed towards ensuring that minority rights are both understood and 
respected.

Armies and/or police forces are often implicated in human rights abuse, particularly dur-
ing a period of conflict, when normal conditions of discipline and accountability may 
have been relaxed or ignored. In addition, a peace agreement, or simple political reality, 
may require the integration of former combatants into such forces. In all circumstances, 
but especially if rebel forces have become integrated, professional training for the army 
and police will likely be a priority for institutions operating in post-conflict situations.

Advice to the Government: as discussed above, to the extent that human rights issues 
were the cause or proximate cause of past violence, an institution will concentrate on 
advising the Government on how to deal with those issues in a way that will prevent 
them from reoccurring.

Should the State not be a party to, or have reservations to, international human rights 
treaties or not have acceded to their optional protocols on communications procedures, 
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an institution might put a premium on advising the State to do so. This is especially 
important if either or both could serve to mitigate the kinds of problems that led to the 
violence in the first place.

Monitoring human rights: to the extent that human rights issues were considered 
direct or indirect causes of past violence or instability, an institution operating in post-
conflict situations would likely make these a priority for its monitoring activity.

Peace agreements, whether interim or final, will usually contain provisions that require 
one side or another, or both, to do, or to refrain from doing, certain things. Where this is 
the case, the institution would likely want to monitor how well these provisions are being 
respected. This will be especially important if there is a residue of mistrust between the 
parties, or if one side or the other attempts to make exaggerated or misleading claims.

Monitoring the reintegration of combatants, refugees and displaced persons into the 
community is also likely to be a priority for NHRIs.

Investigation: an institution is likely to consider the investigation of the root causes 
of past violations, including possible minority rights issues, as a priority, and link this 
activity with its monitoring activity. It might consider a public inquiry into the causes 
and consequences of past violence as a way of bringing underlying tensions into the 
open, where they may be discussed and resolved. The process might also be considered 
as part of the restorative justice process. In addition, certain issues might assume more 
importance to an institution since they are directly related to peacebuilding efforts: land 
claims and land distribution, for example, in the context of reintegration may be con-
sidered a higher priority. In either case, the institution’s objective should be to restore 
harmony within the community and it might therefore seek non-confrontational and 
non-adversarial ways to resolve the conflicts.

6. Transitional justice

If NHRIs are given a transitional justice mandate or asked to support one, this assumes 
that the NHRI has the legal mandate to do so and that there is clarity about the role and 
authority that will be exercised. Activities that NHRIs might establish are:

– Monitoring and reporting

– Investigation

– Complaints handling

– Information gathering, documentation and archiving

– Cooperation with national, regional, hybrid or international judicial mechanisms.
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The Government should ensure that the NHRI is properly resourced.

National human rights institutions and transitional justice: establishing 
capacity

Accountability Establish effective accountability mechanisms

Develop a knowledge management system to document 
past abuses, or to support other truth-seeking/truth-telling 
mechanisms, and to preserve truth commission archives

Develop a plan or programme to review and comment on 
enabling legislation for a truth and reconciliation commission, 
special court or reparation programme.

Create capacity to advise on
■■ Institutional reforms (as a remedy to address causes 
of conflict)

■■ Legal reforms

Reintegration Develop capacity to support the reintegration of demobilized 
forces, displaced persons and returning refugees into society

Include special initiatives for child soldiers and child abductees, 
and integrate a gender-sensitive approach

Reparation Does the NHRI include, as part of its outreach, information 
about its capacity to assist victims with claims?

Does the NHRI promote the adoption of ad hoc 
measures for victims?

Source: OHCHR, “Guidance note: national human rights institutions and the work of 
OHCHR at headquarters and field level”.

Conclusion

Institutions operating in conflict and post-conflict situations face extreme challenges 
that may require them to alter the programmes they implement or even undertake en-
tirely different ones. Despite the difficulties that these institutions face, it is imperative 
that they should remain as active in human rights promotion and protection as possible, 
since it is precisely during these periods that human rights are most in jeopardy. It should 
also be apparent that institutions operating in these extreme and difficult situations de-
serve the support and encouragement of the international community, including their 
fellow institutions.
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Conflict at a Macro-Level: Peacebuilding
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National institutions work on conflict issues at a macro-level
when their activities are meant to have a direct impact on

peace and stability at a broader societal level. Through their work
in promoting and protecting human rights, national institutions
may simultaneously impact on broader societal issues that affect
peace and stability.

In order to better understand the role of national institutions in peacebuilding, delegates
explored their understanding of the two terminologies, “peace” and “peacebuilding”.

Peace was viewed in both the negative and the positive sense. By negative peace, it is meant a
situation where there is an absence of direct, physical violence. In that sense, national institu-
tions contribute to bringing about negative peace where their work requires them to advocate
against, among others, the physical abuse of women and children, the torture of prisoners, and
the application of inhumane punishment such as corporal punishment and the death penalty.
Positive peace, on the other hand, implies a presence of conditions for political equity and
social justice, such as respect for rights and constructive dispute resolution mechanisms.

Delegates observed that it is difficult to measure the degree of peace and questioned whether
peace was measured in terms of political freedom or economic prosperity. For instance, would
Singapore, a one-party state that has provided great economic stability for its citizens, be
regarded as a peaceful nation? Or would South Africa, with its most progressive constitution
but with a slow rate of service delivery and high rate of crime, be regarded as peaceful?

Delegates also acknowledged that the achievement of peace is an ongoing process and a national
project. The responsibility for the achievement of peace rests with everyone in society, though
different groups in that society have different levels of responsibility. This means that those in
leadership positions or in civil society have a greater level of responsibility due to their role in society.
The term “peacebuilding” was first introduced by the former United Nations Secretary-General,
Boutros Boutros-Ghali, in his “Agenda for Peace”, as one of the proposed intervention strategies
in responding to violent conflict. 
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According to Boutros-Ghali, peacebuilding is an “action aimed at identifying and supporting
structures which will tend to strengthen and solidify peace in order to prevent a relapse into
conflict”.7 In recent years, this limited view of peacebuilding has changed with the recognition
that peacebuilding is not only a post-conflict phenomenon since the aftermath of one violent
conflict might be the prelude to the next. For instance, the United Nations Security Council has
recognised that peacebuilding is “aimed at preventing the outbreak, the recurrence or contin-
uation of armed conflict”.8  

Peacebuilding involves undertaking programmes designed to address the structural causes of
conflict, the grievances of the past and building sustainable relationships in order to promote
long-term stability and justice.9 Some of the methods involved in peacebuilding activities may
include economic restructuring, institution-building, education, building a rights culture,
political reform and strengthening relationships. Some of the legal provisions that may be used
in peacebuilding efforts include national constitutions, bills of rights and international human
rights instruments. Seen in this light, peacebuilding may strengthen negative peace by ensuring
an absence of direct physical violence. It can also contribute to building positive peace by trans-
forming structural causes of conflict. 

There are three major aspects of peacebuilding that are of relevance and particular importance
for national institutions:

• Peacebuilding aims to reduce structural violence by putting in place institutions and
mechanisms to provide for constructive resolution of disputes and for institutionalised
respect for human rights - measures to transform the structures of socio-economic
and political governance.

• Peacebuilding measures also proceed on a second track – pro-actively enhancing rela-
tionships between different groups in society to minimise the negative expression of
differences. This means that peacebuilding also attempts to address the needs of
various parties and to establish a common set of values on the basis of which people
interact with each other and the state. 

• Peacebuilding looks both backwards at the past, as well as forward10 to the future;
peacebuilding measures seek to learn from a violent past to ensure that the same
mistakes are not made in the future.

National Human Rights Institutions, Conflict Management and Peacebuilding in Africa
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7  Boutros-Ghali, B, 1992, “Agenda for Peace”, UN Document A.47/277-S/24111, June (available at
www.un.org/Docs/SG/agpeace.html).

8  UN Security Council, 2001, S/ PRST/2001/ 5, 0f 20 February 2001.
9  Miall, Hugh, Ramsbotham, Oliver, and Woodhouse, 1999, “Contemporary Conflict Resolution”, Cambridge: Polity

Press, pp. 186 – 188.
10 Parlevliet, M, 2002 , “Bridging the Divide: Exploring the Relationship between Human Rights and Conflict

Management”, Track Two, Vol. II, No 1I, March 2002. 
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The Nested Paradigm Model

This model was developed by John Paul Lederach, a conflict resolution theorist and practitioner.11

It is useful in understanding the various levels at which peacebuilding needs to take place. The
Nested Paradigm was used to illustrate the relevance of peacebuilding for national institutions
and the roles these institutions can play in contributing towards peacebuilding at both micro-
and macro-levels.

According to Lederach, peacebuilding happens along a timeline with four reasonably distin-
guishable phases. These phases are: 

• Crisis: 0-6 months (immediate action required)
• Preparation and training: 1-2 years 
• Decade thinking: 5-10 years (the medium-term future)
• Generation thinking: 30 years (long-term future vision)

THE NESTED PARADIGM MODEL (1)

These zones are not mutually exclusive, nor could one consider progress along the timeline
linear by any means. Thus, preparation and training could start even if the crisis has not been
completely resolved. Similarly, preparation will not only be for the short-term, but has to take
into account medium- to long-term needs. 

Some of the roles that national institutions may play at each of the different levels may include:

• Containment (for the crisis phase);
• Mediation, education and awareness-raising initiatives (for the preparation and

training phase);
• Institutions and structures (for the “decade thinking” phase); and
• Constitution-making (for the “generation thinking” stage).

National Human Rights Institutions, Conflict Management and Peacebuilding in Africa
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11  Lederach, J P, 1997, “Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies”, Washington, D C: United
States Institute of Peace, p. 55.
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The second level of Lederach’s model illustrates the different levels of intervening in a conflict
situation and some of the mechanisms available to national institutions that may be employed
to contribute to peacebuilding:

• Issue level: For example, torture in places of detention. In this case, national institu-
tions may investigate the complaint and produce a report or recommendation to the
relevant authorities.

• Relationship level: This may include relations between prisoners and warders;
prisoners and gangs; prisoners and other prisoners; etc. National institutions may try to
conciliate or mediate between the parties as a way of rebuilding trust and confidence.

• Sub-system level: The detention centre may be viewed as the microcosm of the
larger system. In this case, national institutions may want to investigate the
management systems to determine how this may have allowed conditions that
resulted in the violations of human rights.

• System level: This would involve the government and the entire criminal justice
system, including laws and regulations that govern the system. In this case, national
institutions may intervene to ensure that national laws are in line with international
human rights standards. 

THE NESTED PARADIGM MODEL (2)

Delegates found the above framework useful as an analysis tool. For example, when a
complaint is received, analysing it in terms of the Nested Paradigm model above would assist
in designing intervention strategies that would impact at different levels of society. The model
also helps to determine appropriate activities for specific scenarios. Furthermore, the model
allows national institutions to be more strategic in their interventions as it helps to clarify at
which level to intervene and at which not. 
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Four Dimensions of Human Rights Framework

This framework was developed by the Human Rights and Conflict Management project as an
attempt to integrate human rights into peacebuilding interventions. According to this model,
human rights have four dimensions, namely: rules, relationships, structures and processes.
Conflict resolution practitioners tend to focus more on the relationship and process levels,
whereas human rights actors focus their attention more on rules and institutions. The Four
Dimensions of Human Rights Framework attempts to bring together all these dimensions and
illustrates the relevance of a more integrated and holistic approach to conflict intervention. The
framework further highlights the benefits of multi-dimensional strategies when intervening for
long-term sustainable peacebuilding.

• Rights as Rules implies those standards that should be upheld that outlaw certain
behaviour and encourage others. These rules are contained in international
instruments, constitutions, statutes, policies or contracts. They also include customary
practices and traditions. The violation of these rules could heighten the potential for
violent conflict. 

• Rights as Relationships is located in a social context. They may be expressed in the
relationships between the state and its citizens, as well as among citizens themselves –
the so-called vertical and horizontal application of rights. As much as rights govern
relationships, they also carry responsibilities. In that respect, the African Charter on
Human and Peoples’ Rights was the most progressive embodiment of human rights
in that it not only recognised individual and group rights, but it also recognised
duties/responsibilities that accompany the enjoyment of those rights. 

• Rights as Structures and institutions recognises that the exercise and enjoyment of
one’s rights are dependent on the structures set up by society to facilitate the exercise
and enjoyment of those rights. These structures also include mechanisms that are put
in place to respond to conflicts in a more constructive and co-operative manner.
Again, the African Charter recognised this important dimension by stipulating that all
domestic remedies should have been exhausted before regional and international
dispute resolution mechanisms are considered. In that sense, the Charter encouraged
governments to create institutions and structures at a domestic level that can best
facilitate the exercise and enjoyment of rights, and constructive conflict management. 

• Rights as Processes are expressed in the range of processes available to deal with
conflict both adversarial and co-operative. This dimension of rights advocates conflict
resolution processes that are participatory, inclusive and people-centred. The
processes must be geared to the promotion of human rights.

The Four Dimensions of Rights Framework may be applied alongside the Nested Paradigm. For
instance, when intervening at the “issue” level, national institutions may want to ensure that the
processes used are geared towards co-operative problem-solving that take into account the
needs and interests of the parties concerned. 

National Human Rights Institutions, Conflict Management and Peacebuilding in Africa
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National human rights institutions in 
conflict management and peacebuilding
As the five national human rights commissions considered in this volume sought to predomi-
nantly work in and on conflict, they consequently pursued diverse and multi-faceted strategies
and processes for managing conflict and contributing to sustainable peace. This section
considers these strategies and processes.

Conflict management

All five commissions employed a variety of conflict management strategies and approaches in
order to pursue their mandates. These included: directly responding to and intervening in
specific conflict situations, undertaking investigations into incidents of human rights abuses, and
organising human rights educational campaigns. These strategies and approaches are
discussed in more detail below.

In terms of directly responding to conflict, national human rights commissions have tended to
intervene in inter-personal (mainly individual complaints, such as labour disputes, maintenance
concerns), intra-community (often with religious or xenophobic dimensions) and inter-community
conflicts. In this regard, customary conflict management approaches, such as facilitation of
dialogue, arbitration, mediation and negotiation have been consistently employed by commission
staff as a means to pursue their mandates. Such dialogue processes have either focused on the
parties directly involved in conflict, or have drawn on a wider range of actors affected by and
interested in the conflict situation. For example, in Nigeria, human rights forums have frequently
been organised by the National Human Rights Commission to allow community members (who
may be directly in conflict with each other) to articulate their experiences and concerns, and to
explore inclusive strategies to manage and resolve these conflicts. In its conflict-ridden Karamoja
region, the Uganda Human Rights Commission has facilitated workshops and discussions with a
variety of stakeholders on approaches to law enforcement and security, which have been a con-
tributing factor to the violence in the area. In addition, the Ugandan commission has promoted
traditional methods of conflict management and peacebuilding so as to encourage dialogue and
mutual respect between different stakeholders. 

Staff of the Ghanaian, Ugandan and Nigerian human rights commissions have also used
arbitration and mediation to successfully manage and address intra-community tensions and
conflict (some of which had resulted in violence) through the use of inclusive and consultative
approaches. The Tanzanian commission has held public hearings in an effort to resolve land-
related claims that, if left unresolved, could escalate into violence. These approaches are
interesting from a conflict management perspective in that they involve not only the
application of legal standards, but also efforts at meeting the interests of various parties through
the facilitation of dialogue. As such, these approaches combine both rights-based and interest-
based methods to resolve conflict situations. 

At times, human rights commissions have not directly intervened in politically sensitive
intra- and inter-community conflicts, but have rather undertaken investigations into the causes
of the conflicts. These investigations have formed the basis for a series of recommendations
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incorporating conflict management approaches and strategies. For example, this was the
approach adopted by the Ugandan commission following the emergence of tensions between
the government and a community near the Rwandan border over access to land that had
previously been used by a refugee community. 

Most national human rights commissions in this study have undertaken public education
campaigns about human rights (and the abuse of these rights) and on rights-related issues of
national concern. For example, in collaboration with other organisations, the NCDHR in Sierra
Leone conducted voter-education seminars and workshops prior to the May 2004 local
government elections. This appears to have been done to allow the various political parties to
present their election manifestos to the public in a coherent and transparent fashion in order
to reduce destructive inter-party rivalry that could result in violence. The Ugandan commission
initiated a human rights awareness campaign targeted at the youth and workers. Commission
staff members have argued that such campaigns have contributed to a reduction in the
number of incidents of misperception, which in the past have often given rise to violent conflict.
The Nigerian commission has organised training workshops in co-operation with various civil
society organisations, and its monthly human rights forums are meant, amongst other things, to
promote awareness about human rights issues. 

Peacebuilding

It is apparent that all five commissions contribute to peacebuilding processes in their countries
in a variety of ways. These include the following: organising peaceful elections; addressing
cultural and traditional practices that give rise to human rights abuse and violence against
women; assisting in the drafting of legislation and government policy that contributes to the
deepening of democracy and the consolidation of peace, providing human rights training for
the security forces and the military; initiating inspections of government agencies (particularly
prisons) that have the tendency to commit human rights abuses, involvement in disarmament
processes, and facilitating dialogue between government and civil society. These contributions
to peacebuilding by the five human rights commissions are discussed in more detail below.

Despite serious challenges to the relevance and sustainability of the National Commission
for Democracy and Human Rights in Sierra Leone, the experience of this particular
commission reflects a potential for African human rights commissions to contribute to national
peacebuilding initiatives. For example, the NCDHR was one of the main organisers of the April
1999 consultative conference where discussions focused on ending the war in Sierra Leone.
Bringing together (for the first time) government, rebel forces, diplomatic corps, traditional
leaders and a wide range of civil society groups, this conference paved the way for the Lomé
Peace Agreement concluded three months later. In November 2001, the NCDHR organised a
consultative conference in Freetown on consolidating and expanding Sierra Leone’s fragile
democratic gains, with a particular focus on the 2002 national elections. Representatives from
government, the armed forces, traditional structures, trade unions, NGOs, and churches
attended the conference. Conference participants penned a range of resolutions, and an
electoral system was agreed to by all parties. This conference contributed to relatively peaceful
and unproblematic elections in May 2002, however, it is possible that the NCDHR’s significant
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involvement in peacemaking and peacebuilding in Sierra Leone may have undermined its ability
to pursue the human rights dimension of its mandate, and the commission has been criticised
for not being sufficiently vigilant on matters of human rights. Its peacebuilding efforts under-
utilised human and financial resources, and perhaps also constrained the commission’s ability to
speak out on human rights concerns, and the extent to which government was delivering on its
human rights obligations. It is not easy to combine being a strong human rights advocate with
seeking to convene parties and facilitating dialogue. Hence, while it is unlikely that the NCDHR’s
inability to deliver properly on its human rights mandate can solely be attributed to its
democracy-related activities, these engagements may well have impacted on its pursuit of
human rights protection and promotion in Sierra Leone.

In Ghana and Nigeria, the human rights commissions initiated interventions into cultural
and religious practices that result in human abuses (particularly violence against women). The
CHRAJ has made significant progress towards reducing incidents of human rights abuse in
Ghana as result of the practice of trokosi and accusations of witchcraft, while simultaneously
engaging in dialogue with those members of society who engage in such practices. This was
done to reduce the possibility that such practices will continue illicitly, and to challenge the belief
systems condoning or encouraging such practices. The National Human Rights Commission of
Nigeria was part of a coalition that was instrumental in having the death sentence overturned of
a Muslim woman which had been imposed under Shar’ia law for adultery.

The activities of some human rights commissions in providing training in human rights to
specific state agencies also constitute contributions to peacebuilding. For example, the
Nigerian, Ghanaian and Ugandan commissions have provided human rights training to
members of the security forces and the military, as it is often these bodies which are responsible
for human rights abuses when they are deployed in situations of conflict. Such training has been
motivated by the belief that making members of the security forces aware of human rights, and
providing them with guidelines on how to perform their duties without committing abuses, will
reduce the potential for violent conflict in society in the medium to long term. Training is not
only meant to enhance their level of knowledge and skill, but also to impact on their attitudes
to others and transform their approaches in handling conflict situations. In terms of the nested
paradigm model discussed in the introduction, it is an intervention that goes beyond the
immediate ‘issue’ level, and is geared instead towards the relationship and sub-system levels of
response. As such, it has the potential to have both a short-term and a long-term impact. 

The commissions have also been able to make small contributions towards the transforma-
tion of other government institutions that were responsible for human rights abuses. For
example, in the case of Nigeria, Tanzania, Uganda and Ghana, human rights commissions have
undertaken prison inspections to ascertain the extent of human rights abuse in these institu-
tions. They have subsequently produced reports that included recommendations for improving
conditions in prisons, and the manner in which prisoners are treated by warders. The objectives
of such initiatives were to counteract the dehumanising dimension of prison life and to ensure
respect for the dignity and integrity of prisoners. These recommendations (if acted upon by
government) may contribute to developing a, more humane, culture for dealing with offenders
and to reducing violent conflict within prisons. It may also assist in reducing recidivism (the rate
at which those released from prison fall back into criminal behaviour).
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In terms of contributing to the systemic transformation of the security forces, the Uganda
Human Rights Commission has questioned their use of illegal places of detention to hold
individuals suspected of terrorism. In addition, it has raised concerns about the use of paramili-
tary tactics during a security force operation meant to arrest those responsible for a series of
armed robberies and murders. It has further sought to contribute to peacebuilding through
taking part in a small-arms and light-weapons disarmament process in the Karamoja region.

The Nigerian, Tanzanian and the Ugandan commissions have all played an important role
in the drafting of national legislation that has the potential to contribute towards the deepening
of democracy and the consolidation of peace. In addition, many of the commissions monitor
their government’s compliance with human rights-related legislation and international treaties.

A number of the case studies reveal that where civil society groups and governments have
an antagonistic relationship towards each other, the national human rights commission has the
potential to act as an intermediary on human rights-related issues. Commissions either provide
a space where civil society representatives and government officials can interact, or it can voice
the human rights concerns of such organisations. For example, the Nigerian commission has
facilitated meetings between civil society representatives and government officials. Its presence
at activities organised by civil society also provided a certain profile and legitimacy to such
events during the military regime. Consequently, both a short term and long term peacebuild-
ing potential exists for national institutions. In the short term, the involvement of a national
institution can ensure that human rights issues that could undermine the maintenance of
peace – issues that the government may not have been aware of – are addressed. In the long
term, a more constructive working relationship between civil society organisations and
governments may emerge as a result of the actions of a human rights commission. This can
facilitate greater transparency and accountability on the part of governments and may assist in
developing more coherent and sustainable government policies.

Constraints and limitations to conflict management
and peacebuilding
In the case of all five commissions, there appear to be four key factors that constrain and limit
their full potential for conflict management and peacebuilding: a difficult operating
environment, financial and political dependence on government, lack of adequate financial and
human resources, and the absence of a holistic approach to human rights, conflict and peace.
An analysis of these factors is provided below.

Difficult operating environment

The five case studies suggest that the environment within which human rights commissions
operate has a direct impact on the effectiveness of these institutions in terms of pursuing the
promotion and protection of human rights, as well as contributing to the constructive
management of conflict and peacebuilding. An enabling environment appears to exist if at least
two key features are in place in the external context. First, the society should already be
progressing towards positive peace (as outlined in the introduction), a range of efforts should be
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currently visible towards rectifying conditions of inequality, inequity, injustice and insecurity, and
building capable state institutions that can govern society in a fair and legitimate manner. Second,
the commission should have the active support of a politically potent patron, namely the
government – or, at the least, it should not experience active resistance and interference from the
government. 

In the five cases under review, all the commissions were operating in environments that
were characterised by different degrees of violent conflict. It appears that the more
pronounced the incidents of violent conflict are, the more constrained the human rights
commission will be in terms of responding in a constructive and effective manner. As the
Ugandan case indicates, the human rights commission’s ability to pursue its human rights
mandate is curtailed by noticeable levels of violent insurrection in the North; a similar dynamic
can be observed in the case of the Nigerian commission in relation to the Niger Delta. A range
of factors may contribute to this state of affairs. The conflicting parties (including the
government) have a preference to settle their conflict by means of force rather than through
non-violent avenues. There is thus little space for a national institution to engage in any
meaningful manner with the parties and the conflict issues as opportunities to undertake
conflict management and peacebuilding initiatives may only emerge when conflict fatigue
becomes evident. Moreover, a commission may not be perceived as a credible interlocutor
because of its relationship with the state: this may also impact on the willingness of victims to
come forward and submit complaints to the institution or provide assistance in its investiga-
tions. At the same time, the commission may be hesitant to denounce the state or question its
actions for fear of negative repercussions. In addition, such violent conflict often takes place in
remote areas, where commisions may only have a limited presence (or none at all), and this
impedes their effective functioning. It is also likely that the effective promotion and protection
of human rights in times of violence may require different strategies than institutions can
employ in conditions of peace. Most emphasis will probably be placed on monitoring,
recording and documenting human rights violations as they occur; there is little opportunity to
probe beyond the surface. This volume has identified many of the negative factors in the
commissions’ operating environments, but cannot provide exhaustive insight into these
matters as further research in this area is required. 

The other key feature in the external environment suggested above is the degree of
government support. All commissions studied were created with the support of their national
governments (though it must be noted that their intentions differed from case to case). It
appears that institutional sustainability is dependent on a stable relationship with it’s
government, particularly the government’s commitment to human rights. In circumstances
where the political patronage is withdrawn – as was the case with the National Commission for
Democracy and Human Rights in Sierra Leone – the effect seems to be that the commission
in question is relegated to obscurity. Foreign support in the form of funding and technical
assistance may counter this process for some time, but this is likely to be limited. The impact of
this is that the commission may become incapacitated as it lacks the necessary support to
enable it to pursue its mandate. Still, much depends in this regard on the leadership of the
institution; if it is decisive and visionary, chances are that it might stave off some of the impact
of the withdrawal of political patronage. 
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Dependence on government

All human rights commissions studied here were established by means of a governmental
legislative process, with some being recognised in their respective national constitutions, as in
the case of Ghana and Uganda. Several are accountable to the executive. In most cases, the
chair of a commission, and sometimes senior commission staff, are appointed by the head of
state. In addition, in some cases the head of state can dismiss the chair of a commission. This
situation easily lends itself to government interference. As such, it can undermine a national
institution in terms of its actual performance and decisiveness, and/or in terms of its credibility.
For example, in Nigeria, the first human rights commission was dissolved by the executive prior
to the end of its planned term of office. This dissolution was controversial, as some have
attributed it to the body’s critical stance on the new democratic government’s human rights
record. The close relationship with the executive is further enhanced by the fact that these
commissions are either partially or entirely financially dependent on government for funds. 

Given the extent of government control, this study has revealed that these commissions
have limited space in which to criticise governments about their human rights practices, and/or
to intervene in politically-sensitive human rights-related conflicts. Examples include the low
intensity conflict in the Niger Delta, land and chieftaincy conflicts in Uganda, and political
conflicts in Zanzibar. In the case of Ghana, however, the architects of CHRAJ were aware of this
problem, and legislated for the commissioners to be ‘appointed for life’, in an attempt to limit
excessive government interference in CHRAJ’s work. Nevertheless, the unintended
consequence has been a high degree of staff turnover in the commission due to limited oppor-
tunities for promotion.

The legal and financial relationship of commissions with their governments can undermine
their effectiveness as a potential mediator or peace broker in conflict situations. The reason for
this is that opposition groups and civil society organisations may feel that the commission is not
an impartial mediator or peace-broker. The state-sponsored nature of national human rights
institutions is thus a double-edged sword when it comes to the potential of these bodies to
impact positively on conflict management and peacebuilding. On the one hand, commissions
have access to funding to pursue their mandate. On the other hand, they may be reluctant to
undertake activities that portray government in a negative light for fear of losing political or
financial resources – and hence the impartiality of their involvement in conflict situations may
be questioned by other actors.

Lack of financial and human resources

All the commissions in this study have been chronically under-resourced in terms of funding,
and competent, skilled staff members. For example, in Nigeria, the NHRC recently received
only a tenth of the budget it requested from government. Most commissions are therefore
dependent on donor funding, which is insecure, given that donor agencies and foreign
governments are prone to change their funding priorities with little notice. This hinders long-
term planning and the ability of commissions to undertake sustained, long-term interventions.
Accessing donor funds also makes these commissions vulnerable to accusations by powerful
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national actors (who may have been implicated in contributing to human rights abuses) that
the commissions are pursuing a ‘foreign, imperialist agenda’. 

Since the majority of the human rights commissions have relatively broad mandates, they
are consequently required to pursue a wide variety of human rights-related issues, not only at the
national level, but also at regional and local levels. The human rights commissions of Sierra
Leone and Ghana are also expected to protect democracy and administrative justice. These
factors combine with limited resource-bases to result in a tendency for national institutions to be
‘thin on the ground’, often operating in a reactive and ad hoc manner, and having to prioritise
certain activities at the expense of others. Consequently, it is often difficult for these commissions
to have a sustainable impact on complex human rights-related phenomena, let alone manage
situations of violent conflict and contribute to sustainable peace in their respective countries. The
ongoing receipt of individual complaints of human rights violations moreover prompts them to
concentrate, first and foremost, on addressing immediate matters, rather than being able to
stand back and consider where more strategic interventions could be undertaken.

Another constraining factor in this regard is that generally only a few staff members have
been provided with skills in basic conflict management and alternative dispute resolution
methods, either through in-house agencies or external service providers. With a few exceptions,
it appears as though the five human rights commissions in this study have limited specialist
expertise in conflict management and peacebuilding at their disposal. This probably constrains
their ability to apply insights, approaches and strategies from these fields to the implementation
of their mandate. A key factor in this regard has been the leadership of the various institutions.
Much depends on their understanding of the relationship between human rights and conflict
and their willingness to explore areas ‘off the beaten track’ in terms of interpreting their
mandates creatively and utilising various strategies for intervention. Where an institution lacks
visionary and activist leadership, this has an immediate effect on the body’s performance and
effectiveness. On the other hand, where such leadership is in place, it can provide guidance and
strategic direction for the institution’s functioning in both the short and the long-term. 

Absence of a holistic approach to human rights, conflict and peace

Amongst the commissions discussed in this publication, there appears to be a lack of insight
and understanding about the interconnected nature of human rights and conflict-related
issues. Consequently, the majority of the commissions do not appear to plan and strategise their
activities in a holistic fashion. They do not anticipate or envisage connections between interven-
tions at the micro level, such as complaints handling (including the management of interperson-
al, intra-community and inter-community conflicts) and their interventions at the macro level,
which include activities that seek to address structural human rights abuse (including destructive
conflict and violence). For this reason, most of the commissions’ resources are devoted to micro
level issues, the result being that the commissions only have a marginal impact on systemic
issues. A finding of the International Council for Human Rights Policy in its study of performance
and legitimacy of national human rights institutions is particularly relevant in this regard: 

Many NHRIs [national human rights institutions] treat complaints in isolation and their
caseload is unsustainable as a result. Individual complaints can be addressed in ways that
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have a wider educational and effective function. Many NHRIs would be more effective if
they concentrated on key problem areas and identified vulnerable groups (i.e. children,
women, minorities, prisoners, people with disabilities, etc.) (ICHRP 2000:7).

In order for national institutions such as the commissions studied here to have a greater impact
on conflict management and peacebuilding, they must or should pursue interventions that do
not only have an immediate, but also a longer-term, more systemic, impact. 

Summing-up and the way forward
An analysis of the role, functions and activities of the five African national human rights
commissions covered in this volume reveals that there is validity in the two hypotheses
presented above. In the first instance, conflict management and peacebuilding practice and
theory appear to be intrinsically infused in the manner in which such bodies conceive of their
duties and responsibilities, and in the strategies and tactics they employ to pursue their
mandates. This is despite the fact that such bodies may not consciously draw on this theory and
practice and do not necessarily employ conflict management and peacebuilding approaches
in a consistent fashion. In the second instance, it is clear that these institutions are able to make
significant contributions to the constructive management of conflicts and peacebuilding in
their respective societies. It should however be recognised that their impact is constrained by
several organisational and structural factors. 

As stated in the introductory chapter of this volume, this research project was intended as
a preliminary study on the role of African human rights commissions in conflict management
and peacebuilding. Clearly, further research, both in terms of depth and breadth, is required.
Outlined below are some areas where additional research is required.

Conflict management and peacebuilding role 

This volume suggests that it can be beneficial for national human rights commissions to
recognise conflict management and peacebuilding as important dimensions of their work
towards human rights protection and promotion. Not only can this result in additional practical
techniques and strategies that can be applied, but it can also assist in developing a more
strategic and holistic approach to the implementation of their mandate. Nevertheless, several
questions remain. How far should the conflict management and peacebuilding role of national
commissions go? What can and cannot be expected from such bodies in the area of conflict
management and peacebuilding? What are the drawbacks, if any, of developing more concrete
interventions that constitute working on conflict? Under what conditions can a national
commission expand its involvement in conflict management or peacebuilding, and when
should it refrain from engagement in these areas? What makes for an effective role for national
institutions in conflict management and peacebuilding? This question is all the more relevant
when considering that many structural human rights concerns that fall within the ambit of
national institutions are complex phenomena that cannot be addressed by one body alone.
What does this mean for the role that national institutions can (or should) play in conflict
management and peacebuilding?
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Two specific issues can be discerned within this first area for further research. First is to the
possible involvement of national human rights institutions in conflicts at the macro level. As this
study has pointed out, many of the human rights commissions in this volume have been
ineffective in constructively engaging with structural or societal conflicts. Further analysis and
investigation of this state of affairs is required. This should include a normative assessment of
the suitability of human rights commissions engaging in conflict management and peacebuild-
ing interventions in terms of macro level conflicts. Also considered in this regard must be the
functioning of national institutions in conditions of high levels of violence to get a better under-
standing of the various strategies that may be used, as well as the opportunities and constraints
faced by these bodies in such contexts. 

Second, several of these questions relate to the larger issue of assessing impact and efficacy,
which is a well-recognised challenge in the area of conflict management and peacebuilding. It
is also relevant in relation to national institutions, because ‘impact’ cannot only be measured in
terms of the number of complaints received – often the primary indicator used by these bodies
when assessing their performance. Yet this indicator does not necessarily capture the extent to
which attitudes and beliefs have been altered, state institutions are transformed, and/or citizens
can develop their full human potential. 

Interest-based approaches to resolving rights-related conflicts 

The use of interest-based conflict management approaches, such as mediation, in situations of
human rights abuse is controversial. This is the case with respect to inter-personal and inter-
group conflict which has been characterised by high levels of violence. The reason for this is
that mediation seeks to facilitate a solution that meets the interests of the various parties
involved; the outcome arrived at through mediation is supposed to be acceptable to all parties.
Where a serious offence has been committed and a strong power imbalance exists between
perpetrator and victim, these points of departure may be questionable. Mediation may then
not be feasible or may result in trade-offs or compromises which mean that justice in the con-
ventional sense has not been achieved. Victims may not receive sufficient restitution and suffi-
ciently punitive measures may not be brought to bear on perpetrators. Therefore, additional
research is required on the feasibility and appropriateness of using interest-based conflict
management approaches in situations where serious human rights abuses have taken place.
The case of the Tanzanian Commission for Human Rights and Good Governance highlights
that attention needs to be devoted to the question of how best to integrate mediation in the
procedures and systems of a national institution. 

Organisational development

A number of the case studies indicate that targeted and relevant capacity building and training
of commission staff can contribute to more effective interventions that are relevant in terms of
both human rights protection and promotion as well as conflict management and peacebuild-
ing. However, further research is required on the limitations of training and capacity-building, as
well as the potential drawbacks and challenges.

Defenders of Human Rights, Managers of Conflict, Builders of Peace?

N A T I O N A L  H U M A N  R I G H T S  I N S T I T U T I O N S  I N  A F R I C A
164

DOHR Volume Final  11/2/06  12:20 PM  Page 164

79

zova
Highlight



In addition, further critical exploration is required of organisational structures and processes
that would facilitate the successful integration of conflict management and peacebuilding
approaches into the work of human rights commissions. Would it, for example, make sense for
commissions to appoint conflict management specialists who can assist with in-house capacity-
building, strategising, and devising interventions? Would it be appropriate or beneficial to make
specific individuals, or a specific unit, responsible for conflict management and peacebuilding?
Or, would this risk isolating conflict management and peacebuilding within an institution
without ensuring sufficient integration? These and other questions should be raised.

Recommendations
Based on this study, the editors of this publication would like to make six recommendations for
practical interventions:

1. The key staff of national human rights commissions in Africa should be brought
together on various occasions to engage in reflection, discussion and the sharing of
experiences about conflict management and peacebuilding in order to determine
best practice and to consider how best to address certain challenges.

2. The leadership and staff of (individual) human rights commissions should be exposed,
in a systematic and sustained manner, to the theory and practice of conflict
management and peacebuilding, to enhance their capacity to use relevant
techniques and strategies in the implementation of their mandate, and to assist them
to place micro level interventions in a broader perspective that gives due attention to
structural concerns. 

3. Human rights commissions should regularly prioritise activities and plan strategically
in order to maximise the use of their resources and facilitate greater impact of their
work.

4. Where commissions lack the necessary human and financial resources for conflict
management and peacebuilding interventions, they should consider forming partner-
ships with reputable international human rights agencies, such as the Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights and the African Secretariat for National
Institutions, as well as donor agencies.

5. At an international level, a conference should be held to explore whether or not the
Paris Principles are still adequate today, and to assess whether any adjustments could
give national institutions a broader scope to engage in peacebuilding and conflict
management.

6. Further research should be undertaken to explore the relevance and enhance an
understanding of the use of conflict management approaches for addressing human
rights violations, and to consider the appropriateness of human rights commissions
engaging in macro level conflict resolution interventions.
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Purpose of chapter

This chapter explains:

l what conflict analysis is and why it matters

l how to undertake an analysis

Who should read it

The chapter is aimed at practitioners in governments, civil

society (local and international) and donor organisations

concerned with development, humanitarian assistance

and peacebuilding. The chapter may also be of interest to

others (eg in the private sector, the diplomatic field, etc).

Why they should read it

Because conflict analysis is the foundation of conflict

sensitivity and without a good understanding of the

context in which interventions are situated, organisations

that support or directly implement them may

unintentionally help to fuel violent conflict or to

exacerbate existing tensions. Conflict analysis helps

organisations towards a better understanding of the

context in which they work, and a conflict sensitive

approach.

Contents

1. What is conflict analysis and why is it important?

2. Key elements of conflict analysis

3. Working with indicators

4. Integrating conflict analysis and other forms of

assessment

5. Better practice in conflict analysis

6. Choosing the right tool for conflict analysis

7. Endnotes

Annex 1. Tools for conflict analysis

1.
What is conflict analysis

and why is it important?

Conflict analysis is the systematic study of the profile,

causes, actors, and dynamics of conflict (see Section 2). It

helps development, humanitarian and peacebuilding

organisations to gain a better understanding of the context

in which they work and their role in that context.

Conflict analysis can be carried out at various levels (eg

local, regional, national, etc) and seeks to establish the

linkages between these levels (see Fig 1). Identifying the

appropriate focus for the conflict analysis is crucial: the

issues and dynamics at the national level may be different

from those at the grassroots. But while linking the level of

conflict analysis (eg community, district, region or

national) with the level of intervention (eg project, sector,

policy), it is also important to establish systematic linkages

with other interrelated levels of conflict dynamics. These

linkages are important, as all of these different levels

impact on each other.

CHAPTER 2
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For example, when operating at the project level, it is

important to understand the context at the level at which

the project is operating (eg local level), so the focus of the

analysis should be at that level; but the analysis should

also take account of the linkages with other levels (eg

regional and national). And similarly when operating at

the regional, sector or national levels.

As discussed in Chapter 1, conflict sensitivity is about:

l understanding the context in which you operate

l understanding the interaction between your

intervention and the context

l acting upon the understanding of this interaction, in

order to avoid negative impacts and maximise positive

impacts.

Conflict analysis is thus a central component of

conflict-sensitive practice, as it provides the foundation to

inform conflict sensitive programming, in particular in

terms of an understanding of the interaction between the

intervention and the context. This applies to all forms of

intervention – development, humanitarian, peacebuilding

– and to all levels – project, programme, and sectoral.

In other words, conflict analysis will help:

l to define new interventions and to conflict-sensitise

both new and pre-defined interventions (eg selection of

areas of operation, beneficiaries, partners, staff, time

frame). (Planning stage)

l to monitor the interaction between the context and the

intervention and inform project set-up and day-to-day

decision-making. (Implementation stage)

l to measure the interaction of the interventions and the

conflict dynamics in which they are situated.

(Monitoring and evaluation stage)

2.
Key elements of conflict

analysis

This section synthesises the key elements of conflict

analysis as they emerge from the various conflict analysis

tools documented in Annex 1. Looking at each of these

elements will help to develop a comprehensive picture of

the context in which you operate. Depending on your

specific interest, however, you may want to emphasise

particular aspects of key importance. For example, if the

emphasis is on the identification of project partners and

beneficiaries, a good understanding of conflict actors and

how potential partners and beneficiaries relate to them

will be the primary requirement. (See Box 2 in this

chapter).

Generally, “good enough” thinking is required. This means

accepting that the analysis can never be exhaustive, nor

provide absolute certainty. Conflict dynamics are simply

too complex and volatile for any single conflict analysis

process to do them justice. Nevertheless, you should trust

your findings, even though some aspects may remain

unclear. Do not be discouraged; some analysis, no matter

how imperfect, is better than no analysis at all.

The following diagram highlights the common key

features of conflict analysis, which will contribute to

understanding the interaction between the context and

future/current interventions (see Chapters 3 and 4 for the

project and sectoral (sector wide) levels respectively). The

common features are the conflict profile, actors, causes

and dynamics. Each is further described below.
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2.1 Profile

A conflict profile provides a brief characterisation of the

context within which the intervention will be situated.

BOX 1

Key questions for a conflict profile

What is the political, economic, and socio-cultural context?

eg physical geography, population make-up, recent history,

political and economic structure, social composition,

environment, geo-strategic position.

What are emergent political, economic, ecological, and

social issues?

eg elections, reform processes, decentralisation, new

infrastructure, disruption of social networks, mistrust, return

of refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs), military

and civilian deaths, presence of armed forces, mined areas,

HIV/AIDS.

What specific conflict prone/affected areas can be situated

within this context?

eg, areas of influence of specific actors, frontlines around the

location of natural resources, important infrastructure and

lines of communication, pockets of socially marginalised or

excluded populations.

Is there a history of conflict?

eg critical events, mediation efforts, external intervention.

Note: this list is not exhaustive and the examples may differ

according to the context

2.2 Causes of conflict

In order to understand a given context it is fundamental to

identify potential and existing conflict causes, as well as

possible factors contributing to peace. Conflict causes can

be defined as those factors which contribute to people’s

grievances; and can be further described as:

l structural causes – pervasive factors that have become

built into the policies, structures and fabric of a society

and may create the pre-conditions for violent conflict

l proximate causes – factors contributing to a climate

conducive to violent conflict or its further escalation,

sometimes apparently symptomatic of a deeper

problem

l triggers – single key acts, events, or their anticipation

that will set off or escalate violent conflict.

Protracted conflicts also tend to generate new causes (eg

weapons circulation, war economy, culture of violence),

which help to prolong them further.

As the main causes and factors contributing to conflict and

to peace are identified, it is important to acknowledge that

conflicts are multi -dimensional and multi-causal

phenomena – that there is no single cause of conflict. It is

also essential to establish linkages and synergies between

causes and factors, in order to identify potential areas for

intervention and further prioritise them. Some of the tools

in Annex 1 – eg Clingendael / Fund for Peace, RTC – offer

methods to assess the relative importance of different

factors. Many tools developed for conflict analysis also

categorise conflict causes or issues by governance,

economics, security and socio-cultural factors.

BOX 2

Key questions for an analysis of conflict causes

What are structural causes of conflict?

eg illegitimate government, lack of political participation,

lack of equal economic and social opportunities, inequitable

access to natural resources, poor governance.

What issues can be considered as proximate causes of

conflict?

eg uncontrolled security sector, light weapons proliferation,

human rights abuses, destabilising role of neighbouring

countries, role of diasporas.

What triggers can contribute to the outbreak / further

escalation of conflict?

eg elections, arrest / assassination of key leader or political

figure, drought, sudden collapse of local currency, military

coup, rapid change in unemployment, flood, increased

price/scarcity of basic commodities, capital flight.
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What new factors contribute to prolonging conflict

dynamics?

eg radicalisation of conflict parties, establishment of

paramilitaries, development of a war economy, increased

human rights violations, weapons availability, development

of a culture of fear.

What factors can contribute to peace?

eg communication channels between opposing parties,

demobilisation process, reform programmes, civil society

commitment to peace, anti-discrimination policies.

Note: This list is not exhaustive and the examples may differ

according to the context.

2.3 Actors

People are central when thinking about conflict analysis.

The Resource Pack uses the term “actors” to refer to all

those engaged in or being affected by conflict. This

includes individuals, groups and institutions contributing

to conflict or being affected by it in a positive or negative

manner, as well as those engaged in dealing with conflict.

Actors differ as to their goals and interests, their positions,

capacities to realise their interests, and relationships with

other actors (see Box 3).

BOX 3

Interests, goals, positions, capacities and

relationships

l Interests: the underlying motivations of the actors

(concerns, goals, hopes and fears).

l Goals: the strategies that actors use to pursue their

interests.

l Positions: the solution presented by actors on key and

emerging issues in a given context, irrespective of the

interests and goals of others.

l Capacities: the actors’ potential to affect the context,

positively or negatively. Potential can be defined in terms

of resources, access, social networks and constituencies,

other support and alliances, etc.

l Relationships: the interactions between actors at various

levels, and their perception of these interactions.

Some approaches distinguish actors according to the level

at which they are active (grassroots, middle level, top level).

In particular, conflict transformation theory attaches great

importance to middle level leaders, as they may assume a

catalytic role through their linkages both to the top and

the grassroots. In any case, it is important to consider the

relationships between actors / groups at various levels and

how they affect the conflict dynamics.

Particular attention should be paid to spoilers, ie specific

groups with an interest in the maintenance of the negative

status quo. If not adequately addressed within the

framework of preventive strategies, they may become an

obstacle to peace initiatives.

Similarly, it is important to identify existing institutional

capacities for peace, in order to further define entry points

to address causes of violent conflict. Capacities for peace

typically refer to institutions, organisations, mechanisms

and procedures in a society for dealing with conflict and

differences of interest. In particular, such actors need to be

assessed in relation to their capacity for conflict

management, their legitimacy, the likelihood of their

engagement, and the possible roles they can adopt.

BOX 4

Key questions for an actor analysis

Who are the main actors?

eg national government, security sector (military, police),

local (military) leaders and armed groups, private

sector/business (local, national, trans-national), donor

agencies and foreign embassies, multilateral organisations,

regional organisations (eg African Union), religious or

political networks (local, national, global), independent

mediators, civil society (local, national, international), peace

groups, trade unions, political parties, neighbouring states,

traditional authorities, diaspora groups, refugees / IDPs, all

children, women and men living in a given context. (Do not

forget to include your own organisation!)

What are their main interests, goals, positions, capacities,

and relationships?

eg religious values, political ideologies, need for land,

interest in political participation, economic resources,

constituencies, access to information, political ties, global

networks.

What institutional capacities for peace can be identified?

eg civil society, informal approaches to conflict resolution,

traditional authorities, political institutions (eg head of state,

parliament), judiciary, regional (eg African Union, IGAD,

ASEAN) and multilateral bodies (eg International Court of

Justice).

What actors can be identified as spoilers? Why?

eg groups benefiting from war economy (combatants,

arms/drug dealers, etc), smugglers, “non conflict sensitive”

organisations (see Chapter 1).

Note: This list is not exhaustive and the examples may differ

according to the context.
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2.4 Dynamics

Conflict dynamics can be described as the resulting

interaction between the conflict profile, the actors, and

causes. Understanding conflict dynamics will help identify

windows of opportunity, in particular through the use of

scenario building, which aims to assess different possible

developments and think through appropriate responses.

Scenarios basically provide an assessment of what may

happen next in a given context according to a specific

timeframe, building on the analysis of conflict profile,

causes and actors. It is good practice to prepare three

scenarios: (a) best case scenario (ie describing the optimal

outcome of the current context; (b) middle case or status

quo scenario (ie describing the continued evolution of

current trends); and (c) worst case scenario (ie describing

the worst possible outcome).

If history is the key to understanding conflict dynamics, it

may be relevant to use the timeline to identify its main

phases. Try to explain key events and assess their

consequences. Temporal patterns (eg the four-year

rotation of presidents or climatic changes) may be

important in understanding the conflict dynamics.

Undertaking this exercise with different actors and groups

can bring out contrasting perspectives.

BOX 5

Key questions for an analysis of conflict Dynamics

What are current conflict trends?

eg escalation or de-escalation, changes in important

framework conditions.

What are windows of opportunity?

eg are there positive developments? What factors support

them? How can they be strengthened?

What scenarios can be developed from the analysis of the

conflict profile, causes and actors?

eg best case, middle case and worst case scenarios.

Note: This list is not exhaustive and the examples may differ

according to the context.

2.5 Summary

BOX 6

Key questions for conflict analysis

Profile

What is the political, economic, and socio-cultural context?

What are emergent political, economic and social issues?

What conflict prone/affected areas can be situated within

the context?

Is there a history of conflict?

Causes

What are the structural causes of conflict?

What issues can be considered as proximate causes of

conflict?

What triggers could contribute to the outbreak/ further

escalation of conflict?

What new factors contribute to prolonging conflict

dynamics?

What factors can contribute to peace?

Actors

Who are the main actors?

What are their interests, goals, positions, capacities and

relationships?

What capacities for peace can be identified?

What actors can be identified as spoilers? Why? Are they

inadvertent or intentional spoilers?

Dynamics

What are current conflict trends?

What are windows of opportunity?

What scenarios can be developed from the analysis of the

conflict profile, causes and actors?

3.
Working with indicators

In addition to traditional (eg project, sectoral) indicators,

conflict sensitive approaches require conflict sensitive

indicators to monitor and measure: (a) the context and its

changes over time; and (b) the interaction between the

context and the intervention. They have three elements:
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l Conflict indicators

Used to monitor the progression of conflict factors against

an appropriate baseline, and to provide targets against

which to set contingency planning (see below).

l Project indicators

Monitor the efficiency, effectiveness, impact and

sustainability of the project (see Chapter 3 Module 1, step

3).

l Interaction indicators

Measure the interaction between the context and the

project (see Chapter 3 Module 1, step 2c).

Conflict indicators

Conflict analysis provides just a snap-shot of a highly fluid

situation. It is therefore important to combine an in-depth

analysis with more dynamic and continuous forms of

monitoring to provide up-to-date information from which to

measure the interaction between the context and the

intervention. Indicators are useful in this respect, as they help

reduce a complex reality to a few concrete dimensions and

represent valuable pointers to monitor change. The conflict

analysis will have looked at the relationship between specific

actors, causes and profile, in order to gain an understanding

of the conflict dynamics. Indicators can then be developed in

order to reflect these relationships and how they evolve over

time. It is important to have a mix of perception-based and

objective indicators, each of which should reflect qualitative

and quantitative elements. Good indicators reflect a variety of

perspectives on the context. It is good practice to involve

communities and other actors in identifying the indicators;

not only should this produce better indicators but it is also an

important opportunity to build a common understanding of

the context, to ascertain joint priorities and to agree on

benchmarks of progress.

Since each conflict is unique, there is no standard list of

indicators applicable to all contexts. The following table

provides some examples of sample perception-based and

objective indicators for the four key elements.

TABLE 1

Sample of conflict analysis indicators

Key element Example Sample Indicators (a)objective and (b)

perception-based

Profile Geographic mobilisation around natural

resources

(a) What is the price of timber? How has it

evolved over time?

(b) (In the view of the respondent) How

has conflict intensity changed around this

particular area?

Causes Human rights abuses (a) Has the number of political prisoners

risen or fallen?

(b) To what extent can you/others openly

criticise the government?

Actors Diaspora (a) Have overseas remittances increased

or decreased?

(b) To what extent does the diaspora

support or undermine the peace process?

Dynamics Increased commitment to resolve conflict (a) Has the frequency of negotiations

increased or decreased among conflict

parties?

(b) Do you believe that party X is

committed to the peace process?

Note: the examples in Table 1 relate to each specific key element only (eg sample indicators for profile have no relation to the

example or sample indicators for causes).
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4.
Integrating conflict

analysis and other forms

of assessment

At all levels, humanitarian, development and

peacebuilding organisations use some form of

pre-intervention assessment of the context in which they

operate in order to identify entry points and plan their

work. This is usually called a needs assessment.

Needs assessment frameworks, such as sustainable

livelihoods assessments, participatory poverty

assessments, participatory rural appraisals, good

governance assessments and gender analyses can usefully

be complemented by conflict analyses, and vice versa as

explained below:

l assumptions about context: livelihood, poverty and

governance frameworks assume static situations and

therefore provide little guidance on how to deal with

changing and fluid contexts. Conflict analysis thus helps

to better understand these environments

l focus: livelihood and poverty assessments take the

individual household as a starting point, seeking to

establish the economic, political, social and cultural

factors affecting the lives and livelihoods of its

members. This perspective is a valuable addition to the

“top-down” view of conflict analysis. In practice,

however, these approaches often describe rather than

explain poverty and tend to neglect issues of politics

and power. There is little scope, for example, for

exploring competition and exploitation. There also

tends to be a lack of attention to the implications of

weak political systems, bad governance and instability

for households’ livelihood strategies. Governance

assessment frameworks deal with these issues, too, but

usually under the assumption of peaceful political

competition and willingness to reform. These

assumptions might be questioned by a conflict analysis

(see section 2.5)

l external / internal view: poverty and other

participatory forms of assessment help understand

people’s individual perspectives and experience. These

are often missing from conflict analysis, which tends to

place more emphasis on the interests and strategies of

organised political actors. Not infrequently, conflict

analyses are conducted from an outside perspective.

It is important to recognise the distinct frameworks

underlying conflict analysis and other forms of needs

assessment. In practice, however, there is a growing effort

and acknowledged need to carry out an integrated

research and analytical process that takes account of both

perspectives. The following table provides some

preliminary entry points for integrating conflict analysis

into needs assessments.

TABLE 2

Entry points for integrating conflict analysis into

needs assessment

l Beyond describing poverty, focus on its potential causes,

examine the impact of power and powerlessness on

poverty and establish the sources of power in the

particular community.

l Refine the understanding of group membership and

group identity and how they affect vulnerability (eg

persecution, exploitation).

l Examine how the wider conflict dynamics impact on

institutions and relations within the community,

understand processes of dominance, alignment and

exclusion.

l Link local processes (eg displacement) to political and

economic interests and strategies at regional and

national levels (eg land appropriation, war economy).

5.
Good practice in conflict

analysis

The following section addresses key concerns in relation to

undertaking conflict analysis, as the conflict-analysis

process itself needs to be conflict sensitive. This section

offers examples of good practice based on consultations in

Kenya, Uganda and Sri Lanka.

Building capacity for conflict analysis

Conducting conflict analysis requires human and financial

resources, which organisations may find hard to afford,

especially if conflict sensitivity has not yet become a

mainstreamed policy within the organisation (see Chapter

5). As a result, this may require systematically and

sustainably building the need for conflict analysis into

funding applications (for civil society organisations),

budgets, planning guidelines, and human and

organisational development plans. According to the level

of awareness and capacity in your organisation, capacity

building for conflict analysis may involve:

l helping staff to better understand the context in which

they work. For example, in post-conflict contexts, staff
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of international organisations often do not recognise

the links between their work and possible violence.

Local government or civil society staff, on the other

hand, may be too involved at the micro level to see the

larger picture

l making sure organisations give conflict analyses and

their integration equal priority to other forms of

assessment (governance, poverty, needs assessments,

etc) (see Section 4)

l wherever possible, integrating conflict analyses into

established procedures (eg strategic plans, needs

assessments, etc), as well as into the contributions of

service providers (eg terms of reference for short-term

advisors, calls for proposals / tenders, etc). When

preparing such processes, it is fundamental to make

sufficient time to accommodate conflict analyses

l budgeting for conflict analysis in funding applications

and operational budgets. Donors (and the tax payers to

whom donors are accountable) may need to be

sensitised to the importance of conflict analysis. NGOs

often find that donors either (a) assume or even require

that conflict analysis be conducted at the project

proposal stage, without being aware of its costs for

smaller organisations; or (b) do not prioritise conflict

analysis at all

l supporting staff in acquiring conflict analysis skills on

an ongoing basis, for example through staff

development plans

l developing an external network of national and

international experts on which to draw for specific

tasks.

Who conducts the analysis?

Conflict analysis can be undertaken for various purposes. The

purpose will determine the specific process and will help to

determine who should conduct the analysis. For example, if

the purpose is to promote a participatory and transformative

process within a community, the community should play a

vital role in the planning, implementation (eg data collection)

and assessment of the analysis. If the purpose is to develop a

strategy for engagement in a given context, it may be that an

internal team from within the organisation developing the

strategy should lead the process. Some elements of the

analysis may be highly sensitive, and thus may need to be

confidential.

Local project staff typically conduct participatory conflict

analysis exercises with communities to decide on further

project activities. Conflict analysis, in the context of

project monitoring by international NGOs, is frequently

carried out by national and international staff, sometimes

with the support of an external adviser. Donors tend to

commission external experts or specialised institutes in

their own countries for countrywide conflict analysis

studies, while governments may have dedicated

departments to deal with specific conflict issues. In any

case, it is important to get the right mix of skills and

backgrounds, which can be summarised as follows:

l good conflict analysis skills

l good knowledge of the context and related history

l sensitivity to the local context

l local language skills

l sectoral / technical expertise as required

l sufficient status / credibility to see through

recommendations

l good knowledge of the organisations involved

l representation of different perspectives within the

context under consideration

l moderation skills, team work, possibly counselling

l facilitation skills.

The quality and relevance of the analysis mainly depends

on the people involved. These include the person or team

conducting the analysis, on the one hand, and other

conflict actors, on the other. Conflict analysis consists of

eliciting the views of the different groups and placing

them into a larger analytical framework. The quality of the

analysis will depend on how faithfully it reflects the views

received – views may be distorted or given too much or too

little weight during the filtering process, either

inadvertently or deliberately. It will also be influenced by

how the team is perceived by various actors within the

context. For example, if the team is trusted by all actors,

they are likely to get more and better information than if

they are perceived to be too close to certain parties.

Every conflict analysis is highly political, and bias is a

constant concern. It may be difficult to be objective, as

personal sympathies develop and make it difficult to

maintain an unbiased approach. Even a “fly-in” expert will

be influenced by his / her values, previous knowledge of

the country, the perspectives of his or her employer, and

the people s / he is working with. It may therefore be more

productive to spell out one’s own position and

preconceptions and be clear about the conditions and

restrictions under which the conflict analysis takes place.

The collective basis of the conflict analysis team may also

ensure higher levels of objectivity and impartiality.

Selecting the appropriate framework for conflict analysis

When planning to use a specific framework to support

conflict analysis, it is worth considering its strengths and

weaknesses.

In general, organisations may find that tools do not

necessarily offer new information, particularly if they have

already developed strong linkages to institutions and

communities in the area under consideration. Their main

value lies in guiding the systematic search for this

information and providing a framework for analysing it,

thus prompting critical questions and offering new

perspectives. Tools can also enhance internal
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communication about conflict within an organisation, eg

between provinces and the capital, or between field offices

and headquarters. Similarly, conflict analysis tools can

guide consultation with a range of communities and other

stakeholders. Finally, international actors appreciate that

standardised tools ensure a certain degree of

comparability between different conflict analyses.

On the other hand, conflict analysis tools should not be

mistaken for a substitute for detailed local knowledge and

human judgement nor stifle creative thinking. Tools that

offer pre-defined lists of structural causes or indicators

may be too general to adequately capture a specific

conflict. Tools may also be too comprehensive for an

organisation with limited research capacities, or not

focussed enough to answer specific questions. For these

reasons, organisations will tend to customise existing tools

to their own specific needs, objectives and capacities.

BOX 7

Adapting tools for Northern Uganda

In Uganda, a consortium of INGOs and government

representatives consensually developed a hybrid conflict

analysis tool that best met their needs and at the same time

held maximum relevance in the Northern Uganda context.

The hybrid tool developed by the consortium uses the

profile-actors-context framework outlined in Figure 2 above,

with components of tools developed by World Vision, ACORD

and Oxfam in Uganda, the Local Capacities for Peace Project

(Do No Harm), and various other tools. The consortium then

used the tool they had developed to conduct a shared

conflict analysis and to collectively build the capacity of

their field staff to conduct and update similar analyses in the

future. (The capacity building and field research work is still

ongoing at the time of writing).

There are some further issues around tools that

organisations should consider:

l visual aids (eg graphs) and indicator ratings used in

some tools suggest a degree of precision and objectivity

that usually does not stand up to reality. Participants in

a conflict analysis should therefore be encouraged to

reflect on the subjectivity of their assessments

l tools relying on some technical support (eg software)

may appear intimidating to some participants.

Similarly, extensive lists of indicators tend to make the

analysis unmanageable

l in general, aim to create a “safe space” for extensive

discussions.

Collecting information for conflict analysis

It is important to gather information from as wide a range of

sources as possible and to listen to many different actors, in

order to broaden the understanding of the context and to

include a wide range of perspectives (see Box 3).

BOX 8

FORED Sri Lanka

FORED undertakes surveys with women in target

communities (women are FORED’s main beneficiaries) to

understand the socio-economic situation of the community.

To gain the trust and confidence of the women, field staff

visit the families and spend time with the women in the

kitchen, helping them with their tasks. Information gathered

in the questionnaire is thus complemented through indirect

cross-referencing from these informal “chats”. Information is

further triangulated (see Box 9) with knowledgeable

community leaders.

Various techniques can be used to gather these perspectives,

from surveys and interviews to group discussion and

stakeholder consultations (see Box 4). In contexts where

groups cannot openly and directly discuss conflict, it may be

useful to consider having separate meetings. Meetings and

interviews must be conducted in a language in which

participants can confidently express their views.

BOX 9

Stakeholder consultations

International and government agencies now routinely use

stakeholder meetings to collect information in preparation

for certain policy decisions. They typically hold one or a

series of workshops in the capital and large district towns, to

which representatives of different interest groups (eg local

government, private sector, civil society, etc) are invited, to

discuss specific issues.

Although an improvement on former practices, this form of

stakeholder consultation presents a number of difficulties:

l one-way communication: where “participation” is

misunderstood to mean helping to implement political

decisions rather than helping to shape them, meetings

will be used to announce work plans and expected

commitments, rather than to get feedback

l lack of capacity: grassroots representatives often do not

fully grasp the context of the meeting or have difficulties

in discussing certain issues

l power: people bring their power relations with them into

the meeting room, and it is unrealistic to expect

low-ranking people to speak up against their

superiors/patrons in public. For the same reason, it is

difficult to discuss conflict issues

l process fatigue: participants who have repeatedly

undergone consultations tend to voice solutions, before

going through the step-by-step process that leads to the

identification of core issues

l marginalisation: women and other marginalised groups

usually lack equal representation. Participants typically

over-represent well-educated, relatively wealthy urban

elites. Care therefore needs to be taken to include

representation from both urban and rural communities as

well as poor communities (whether urban or rural).
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The information gathered will not all be reliable.

Gatekeepers such as local leaders and interpreters may try

to influence information. Ordinary people will rarely dare

to speak up against them in public or even in private.

Information is also largely determined by access. Aid

agencies report restrictions of access by the national

government, their own governments, or local strongmen,

which limit the type of information they are able to gather.

In certain contexts, when information is a scarce

commodity, it tends to become highly political. There

nonetheless exist some research methods, such as

triangulation, which aim to reduce some of these

limitations (see Box 10).

BOX 10

Triangulation

Given the difficulties of obtaining reliable information for

undertaking conflict analysis, it is often useful to use a mix

of data gathering methods (“triangulation”) – for example a

desk study, quantitative surveys, expert interviews,

stakeholder consultations, and feedback workshops to

present and discuss conclusions.

The aim of triangulation is to verify each piece of information

with at least two corroborative or complementary sources, to

obtain data that eventually “matches up” and clarifies

differing perspectives. (For more information about

triangulation, see Chapter 3, Module 1, section 3.2).

Conducting the analysis

Conflict analysis requires a great deal of care and

sensitivity due to the highly political nature of the

information gathered. A participatory process can become

transformative by helping participants to define their own

conflict – an important step towards addressing it. Because

conflict analysis touches on sensitive issues such as power,

ownership, and neutrality, however, it can also provoke

conflict by bringing sensitive issues to the fore.

For this reason, the conflict analysis itself needs to be

carried out in a conflict sensitive manner. It is thus good

practice to get stakeholders on board early on and avoid

antagonising potential spoilers (see section 2.3).

In particular, when undertaking the conflict analysis, it is

important to show respect for people’s ownership and

feelings, to include a wide range of actors and

perspectives, to be transparent about the goals of the

process and to link the analysis to demonstrable action. In

many contexts, it is fundamental to ensure that staff,

partners and communities are not at risk through the

analysis process, for example as a result of insensitive

questions being asked in public or researchers being sent

to insecure areas. In such situations, the commitment to

transparency may need to be restricted by the need to

ensure security for some sensitive elements of the analysis.

The conflict analysis process can also help foster

partnership and co-ordination, while promoting a shared

understanding of the context. The joint donor government

/ civil society conflict assessment in Nigeria (see Box 11)

may prove a valuable experience from which to learn.

BOX 11

Strategic Conflict Assessment in Nigeria: An

inclusive and multi-stakeholder approach1

In Nigeria, a radically different approach has been taken to

conducting a conflict assessment at the strategic level. First,

the assessment has been country owned with the Institute

for Peace and Conflict Resolution (IPCR) taking the lead. The

IPCR is linked directly to the Nigerian Presidency and was

established by the Nigerian government in 2000. Second,

the assessment has been supported by a multi-donor group

consisting of four main donors – DFID, the World Bank,

USAID and UNDP. Third, civil society actors have been

involved in the process strategically from the outset.

Background and objectives

The inclusive and joint approach to undertaking the

Strategic Conflict Assessment (SCA) was adopted by both

the Nigerian government and the supporting donors, in

recognition of a number of issues which needed addressing.

These were:

l a lack of coherent analysis of the causes and dynamics of

conflict in Nigeria

l a lack of coordination in the analysis and responses to

conflict by the government, civil society and donors (with

civil society focusing mainly on local / micro conflict

issues and responses, whilst at a more macro level the

government found it difficult to understand the linkages

between the different conflicts affecting the country)

l a recognition by donors that if any donor undertook such

an assessment unilaterally, or even collectively, without

the consent of the Nigerian government, it could result in

considerable obstacles and high political risks, due to the

sensitive nature of conflict in Nigeria. A joint approach

would reap considerable benefits in reducing those risks.

The overall objective of the SCA was to provide an analysis

of conflict in Nigeria which looked at all areas of national life

and would feed into the strategic, or policy, level in order to

inform national and international debates about possible

responses and provide specific recommendations to

government, the international community, the private sector

and civil society. The study also aimed to develop and

inform the IPCR’s own work and capacity.

Process and methodology

The process was initiated in May 2002 with an inclusive

workshop of stakeholders including the donors, government

and a broad range of civil society groups . The objectives of

the workshop were to build knowledge of relevant activities

being undertaken by different groups (who is doing what

and where); to provide a basis for building awareness of the

conflict assessment process, providing space for feedback

from different stakeholders; and to strengthen the

interaction and relationship between the different actors.
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Reconciliation Stalled in the
Western Balkans
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In March 2012 I travelled to Sarajevo with my predecessor for the launch of an Issue Paper on post-
war justice and durable peace in the former Yugoslavia, followed by vivid discussions with political
leaders and civil society representatives in Sarajevo, Zagreb, Belgrade and Ljubljana. This provided
me with useful insights into the region’s political and social dynamics and prepared the ground for
my work on transitional justice.

Now, after having visited all the countries of the Western Balkans, I am concerned that reconciliation
has stalled and is being superceded by mounting ethnic divisions and polarisation in the region.
These relate in particular to denial of genocide, glori�cation of war criminals and attempts to
rehabilitate persons involved in crimes committed during the 1990s’ wars. What is more, divisions
have been exacerbated by World War II- related historical revisionism, in�ammatory discourse by
certain political leaders, and persisting ethnic segregation in education.

It is high time for the region’s political leaders to work jointly to address issues of the past and to
forge a common vision of the future. What follows are some of my re�ections on where we stand
today as concerns transitional justice issues and what remains to be done in order to move forward.

Establishing the truth about missing persons

States are legally bound to investigate serious human rights violations, including enforced
disappearances, and to uphold the victims’ right to the truth. This obligation stems from the
European Convention on Human Rights, as well as the International Convention for the Protection
of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance.

Of the almost 40 000 persons who went missing during the 1990s’ wars, more than two thirds have
been accounted for, an achievement that is unprecedented at a global level. However, the
successful conclusion of this process is hindered by the lack of political will and by inadequate
�nancial and human resources for exhumations and necessary forensic work. Moreover, with the
passage of time potential witnesses who may provide information about mass graves die or are
reluctant to testify. Several important mass graves have been found in recent years, including those
in Tomašica and Korićani Cli�s, Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Rudnica, Serbia. Nonetheless, in the
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absence of a genuine political dialogue at the regional level and without the opening of all military
and police archives that may hold important information about missing persons, there will be little
or no progress in this area. 

Fighting impunity for war-time related crimes at the international and domestic levels

During my work in the region I have continuously reiterated that perpetrators of serious violations
of international human rights and humanitarian law should be subject to e�ective investigation,
prosecution and fair trial. Impunity encourages the committal and repetition of crimes, in�icts
additional su�ering on victims and has adverse e�ects on the rule of law and public trust in justice.

As the mandate of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) comes to an
end in December 2017, the ICTY’s pivotal role in ensuring accountability for serious human rights
violations needs to be highlighted. Its legacy needs to be presented and explained to the public in
the region in a non-biased, persuasive manner, including through education, while its vast evidence
base and case-law should continue to be used in relevant domestic proceedings.

Some positive developments can be noted in the prosecution of war crimes at national level, such
as advances in the prosecution of war-related crimes of sexual violence in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Nonetheless, the �ght against impunity is moving far too slowly and a number of serious
shortcomings persist. For example, in Serbia and Croatia criminal proceedings have so far only
targeted low-level police and military o�cers. Erroneous application of relevant international
standards has led to acquittals of war suspects in Montenegro. In Bosnia and Herzegovina the
deadline set for the prosecution of the most complex war crimes cases has not been met, while
more than 5 000 suspects are yet to be held to account. In Kosovo* the work on complex war crimes
cases is a serious challenge for the domestic judiciary, given the number of structural problems in
the justice system and very low levels of public trust in institutions. In “the former Yugoslav Republic
of Macedonia” amnesties have been applied to cases of serious human rights violations contrary to
international standards. Moreover, lack of e�ective protection of and support to witnesses and of
regional co-operation in this context continue to be serious obstacles to the e�ective prosecution of
wartime related crimes.

War victims’ access to justice and reparations

The 2005 UN Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of
Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of International
Humanitarian Law (‘2005 UN Basic Principles and Guidelines’), and the 2011 Council of Europe
Committee of Ministers Guidelines on eradicating impunity for serious human rights violations have
urged states to provide  victims with adequate, prompt and e�ective reparations.

During my visits in the region I have met many civilian war victims. I have visited internally displaced
persons (IDPs) and refugees in collective centres often living in substandard conditions. One of them
was the Konik camp in Montenegro, which I visited in 2014, where hundreds of displaced Roma
from Kosovo had lived for decades. In Bosnia and Herzegovina I met families of missing persons
and admired their strength and determination to �nd out the truth about their loved ones. I have
met ‘erased’ persons in Slovenia. I have been informed of many challenges facing victims of war-
related crimes of sexual violence who due to lack of psychosocial assistance and untreated trauma
struggle to rebuild their lives. Many of these victims feel that their governments are failing them.
The authorities’ approach to reparations has been piecemeal and comprehensive reparation
mechanisms have not yet been established.

However, some positive examples need to be highlighted, including the progress in addressing
housing needs of IDPs and refugees, thanks also to the Regional Housing Programme with the
involvement of the Council of Europe Development Bank. In Croatia a law providing for
comprehensive reparations for the victims of war related crimes of sexual violence has been
adopted. In co-operation with UNHCR, the region’s governments have made important steps in
eradicating statelessness among Roma.

I have to stress that civil society organisations have been doing tremendous work in this �eld,
stepping in where the authorities failed to ful�l their obligations. Notably, NGOs remain the main
provider of legal aid and of psychosocial assistance to the most vulnerable victims.

Inclusive education
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States have a positive obligation – �rmly entrenched in international human rights law – to tackle
and eradicate school segregation. In spite of this, generations of children in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo and “the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia” have been educated
in ethnically segregated schools under the pretext of the protection of language and cultural rights
of a certain ethnic group. In these communities children belonging to di�erent ethnic groups only
get to interact in high schools or universities when ethnic prejudices are already deeply entrenched
in their minds and di�cult to counter. The most egregious example is the ‘two schools under one
roof’ in Bosnia and Herzegovina which persist despite a domestic court decision which found the
system to be discriminatory and numerous recommendations to the authorities by human rights
bodies in this regard. I am hopeful that students themselves can bring about the necessary changes,
which was the case recently in the city of Jajce, Bosnia and Herzegovina, where student-led civic
action led local authorities to abandon their plan to create yet another ethnically segregated school.

Despite progress much more remains to be done

In the last decade countries in the region made important steps to bring their legislation and
practice in line with European and international standards. Legislative conditions have been created
for the prosecution of wartime related crimes. These countries’ co-operation with the ICTY and the
regional co-operation on the prosecution of war crimes have contributed to improved accountability
for such crimes. Anti-discrimination laws and laws ensuring for better protection of minority rights
have been adopted and strengthened. Some countries, such as Croatia, have adopted a human
rights action plan.

However, the current signs of regression in the region risk compromising the progress made so far.
In order to reverse these negative trends, drawing from the lessons of the past, all political actors
need to put their short-term political goals aside and focus on strengthening social cohesion instead
of amplifying ethnic divisions.

The resolution of pending cases of missing persons needs to be put high on the political agenda,
while all war victims need to be provided with adequate, prompt and e�ective reparations.  Any
legal provision which discriminates, directly or indirectly, against civilian war victims belonging to
certain ethnic groups needs to be removed.

Full accountability for wartime related crimes must be ensured and regional co-operation in this
�eld improved.

The work on creating conditions for the return of IDPs and refugees must go beyond the provision
of adequate housing and encompass access to all economic and social rights.

Impunity for crimes motivated by hatred based on ethnic or other discriminatory grounds must be
eradicated and public awareness-raising needs to be systematically undertaken by all states.

Last but not least, segregation along ethnic lines in education is unacceptable and has to be
eradicated. States have to overhaul their educational systems and invest in schools in order to
transmit to young generations the values of tolerance and diversity through human rights
education, civics and objective history teaching. 

Nils Muižnieks

Useful links:

 Commissioner’s country work  on Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro,
Serbia, Slovenia, and “the “former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia”

 Commissioner's Issue Paper Post-war justice and durable peace in the former Yugoslavia, 2012

 Commissioner’s  Issue Paper Missing persons and victims of enforced disappearance in Europe,
2016

 Commissioner’s Position Paper Fighting school segregation in Europe through inclusive
education, 2017

 Council of Europe, Learning to Live Together – Report on the State of Citizenship and Human
Rights Education in Europe, 2017

 Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly Recommendation  1880  (2009)
on history teaching in con�ict and post-con�ict areas
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* All reference to Kosovo, whether to the territory, institutions or population, in this text shall be
understood in full compliance with United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999) and
without prejudice to the status of Kosovo.
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5. The role of NHRIs in national 
reconciliation	efforts	in	Kenya,	
Northern Ireland, Sierra Leone, Uganda

 The session titled “The role of NHRIs in national reconciliation processes” was 
chaired by Mr Nabeel Goheer, Director of the Commonwealth Secretariat’s 
Strategic Planning and Evaluation Division. Presentations were made by Mr 
Bryma Kebbie, Commissioner of the Human Rights Commission of Sierra Leone 
(HRC of Sierra Leone); Ms Ida Nakiganda, Director of Research, Education and 
Documentation of the Uganda Human Rights Commission (UHRC); Ms Kyalo 
Ngugi, Acting Chairperson of the Kenya National Commission on Human Rights 
(KNCHR); and Dr David Russell, Deputy Director of the Northern Ireland Human 
Rights Commission (NIHRC).

 Drawing upon the experiences in Northern Ireland, Kenya, Sierra Leone, and 
Uganda,	the	Roundtable	identified	the	areas	of	strategic	engagement	where	
NHRIs	can	best	support	national	reconciliation	efforts.	

5.1 Prioritizing human rights in transitions from violence 
to peace 

 For conflict-affected countries, NHRIs are often established following a 
peace agreement, constitutional reform or a transitional justice process. 
The NIHRC was created out of the Good Friday Agreement, while the HRC of 
Sierra Leone was established following a recommendation of Sierra Leone’s 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Likewise, the UHRC was formed 
following the recommendation of a Commission of Inquiry into human rights 
violations in Uganda between independence and 1986, and later included in 
the 1995 Constitution. 

 Dr Russell, Deputy Director of the NIHRC aptly recalled that the starting point 
for transitional institutions, including NHRIs, is in fact human rights. Following the 
Paris Principles,5  NHRIs are mandated inter alia to protect and promote human 
rights, as well as to engage and advise State actors on human rights through legal 
and policy tools. 

	 Falling	within	these	responsibilities,	NHRIs	may	be	tasked	with	specific	
reconciliation activities. In Northern Ireland, for example, the NIHRC is 
undertaking consultations for the drafting of a new bill of rights, while the UHRC 
provided mediation guidance on human rights to negotiating parties during 
peace talks between the Ugandan government and the Lord’s Resistance Army 
(LRA) rebels. Additional tasks that can facilitate reconciliation include fact-

5  The Paris Principles relate to the status and functioning of NHRIs for the protection and promotion of human 
rights. They were adopted by the United Nations Commission on Human Rights in Resolution 1992/54 of 1992, 
and by the UN General Assembly in Resolution 48/134 of 1993. The Paris Principles provide guidelines with 
regard to the composition of NHRIs and standards as to the appointment of members; require that NHRIs 
enjoy the competence to promote and protect human rights with as broad a mandate as possible; and outline 
the	various	competences	that	NHRIs	should	be	empowered	to	fulfil.
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finding	and	investigations;	strengthening	national	archives;	assisting	victims;	
conducting	consultations	and	holding	inquiries;	and	supporting	efforts	at	
institutional reforms. 

5.2 Protecting and promoting human rights with a goal 
to reconciliation

 Human rights protection activities undertaken by NHRIs include:

 Northern Ireland: The NIHRC has been active in seeking redress or remedies for 
violations through the courts, inquiries, and inquests (including amicus curiae),6  
as well as undertaking monitoring (including submissions to UN treaty bodies on 
State compliance with international obligations), investigations, public inquiries, 
and research.7 

 Sierra Leone: Mr Bryma Kebbie, Commissioner of the HRC of Sierra Leone, 
explained how the Commission held an inquiry into the treatment and working 
conditions of miners in the Eastern part of the country following violence and 
unrest. The HRC of Sierra Leone was successful in uncovering systemic human 
rights violations committed by the police, though follow-up from authorities 
remains outstanding.

 Uganda: Ms Ida Nakiganda, Director of Research, Education and Documentation 
of the UHRC, described how the Commission monitored and documented human 
rights	violations	in	conflict	areas	during	the	period	of	hostilities,	and	later	hosted	
consultative	workshops	to	highlight	the	needs	of	war-affected	communities.	The	
disaggregated data generated by this work was useful in highlighting the needs of 
women, children, and other vulnerable individuals. Monitoring and documentation 
of the needs of internally displaced persons (IDPs) led to advocacy for a national 
IDP policy. Once hostilities abated, the UHRC advocated for the application of 
human rights principles to the return, reintegration, and rehabilitation of IDPs in 
safety	and	dignity,	including	the	recovery	of	property	lost	during	the	conflict	and	
the establishment of social services.

 Human rights promotion activities undertaken by NHRIs include:

 Kenya: Ms Kyalo Ngugi, Acting Chairperson of the KNCHR, described how the 
KNCHR	undertook	gender-specific	training	for	women	on	how	to	present	their	
evidence to the Kenyan TJRC; broader training for citizens on how to prepare 
statements; and transported participants to hearings to testify before the TJRC.

 Northern Ireland: The NIHRC has undertaken public education through 
engagements with interface communities, victims, survivors, and ex-combatants; 
human rights training of the Police and Public Services; curricula support for 

6 See Case of Omagh Bomb (2000) and Jordan v UK (2001). Jordan set a precedent at the European Court of 
Human	Rights	on	the	four	essential	elements	of	an	effective	investigation:	independence,	promptness,	open	
to	public	scrutiny,	and	capable	of	leading	to	the	identification	and	punishment	of	those	responsible.	It	was	also	
made clear that the State must involve the victim’s next of kin.

7  See e.g., Parades, Protests and Policing: A Human Rights Framework (2001); Human Rights and Victims of Violence 
(2003); The Hurt Inside (2005); Public Inquiries into Conflict-Related Deaths (2006); The Prison Within (2007); 
Minority Language Rights (2010); Flag Flying (2011); Human Rights Issues and the ‘Decade of Anniversaries’ (2011); 
Hate Crimes (2013).
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schools and colleges; and media events, press releases, and press conferences on 
human rights and reconciliation-oriented subjects.

 Uganda: The UHRC advocates for the respect of national and international 
rights standards through documentation and publications, such as Picking up 
the Pieces in Acholi Sub-Region, A Special Report on the Peace, Justice and Human 
Rights Situation and The Dust Has Not Yet Settled: Victims’ views on the Right to 
Remedy and Reparation. The UHRC undertook peacebuilding activities, including 
an access to justice project targeting marginalized communities in the Acholi 
sub-region,	and	conducted	mediations	over	land	conflicts	amongst	returnees	in	
war-affected	areas.	

5.3 Strategic choices amidst cross-cutting roles for 
NHRIs

 The Roundtable concurred that the work of an NHRI is crucial in promoting 
reconciliation	in	a	post-conflict	environment.	Dr	Russell	concluded	by	emphasizing	
the	continued	responsibility	and	engagement	of	NHRIs	in	conflict-affected	
settings where reconciliation issues remain and require long-term solutions. In 
addition to fostering a rights-based understanding of transitional justice, in the 
case of Northern Ireland, the NIHRC must work to address the situation of victims 
and	survivors,	and	of	former	prisoners	convicted	of	conflict-related	offences.	
Similarly, Ms Nakiganda explained how Uganda lacks a transitional justice policy 
while	multiple	post-conflict	needs	of	the	population	remain	unaddressed.	In	
such situations, Ms Nakiganda emphasized that NHRIs should advocate for and 
facilitate the implementation of comprehensive transitional justice programs, in 
particular, measures for reparations and realization of related socio-economic 
rights, such as access to physical and mental health services, education, and 
economic and infrastructure support. In this regard, it is important to bear in mind 
Mr Kebbie’s observation that commissions can face limitations in terms of their 
powers of enforcement, resources, and capacity, as was the case in Sierra Leone.

 The Roundtable concluded that by holding public institutions to account and 
educating the public about their rights, NHRIs act as a bridge between the 
State	and	local	communities.	They	can	help	to	rebuild	public	confidence	in	
the legitimacy of State institutions, which is an important aspect of achieving 
lasting	peacebuilding	and	reconciliation.	These	efforts	depend	in	large	part	on	
establishing and maintaining the independence of the NHRI. 
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Governance and Democracy: This pillar is based on 
the principles of respect of human rights, equality and 

principles of transparency, accountability and 

in the making of decisions that impact their lives and 

Economic, Social, Cultural and Environmental Rights: 

rights, health, employment, housing and the 

principles in the development of policy, in resource 

civic values, equality principles and sustainable 
For the Ministry of 

increase access to health services for the poor, for 

given to, among other things, ensuring adequate and 

 This pillar focuses on the rights of vulnerable 

carrying out of measures to improve their living 

stakeholder dialogues, that can assist in needs 

promote the principles of equality, 

 This pillar 

principles to be addressed under this pillar are: 
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Even if NHRIs are not otherwise involved in follow-up 
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5. Follow-up by NHRIs to the Work of Truth 
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Note: Dialogue occurs at many levels and with many different purposes. A key 

indicator in determining what kind of interaction is taking place is the level of interest 

in the other. When dialoguing, parties may be more interested in themselves than in 

the others, and try to impose their view and their opinions; this typically results in 

debates. Alternatively, parties may not carry a particular interest for themselves into 

the exchange, and instead may wish to help a third party better discern their own 

views; this may take the shape of appreciative inquiry. When both parties bring the 

same degree of interest for themselves as for the other (that is, when they want to 

satisfy their needs while helping satisfy those of other people), dialogue takes on a 

problem-solving dynamic. 
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2. WOMEN’S INCLUSION IN PEACE AND TRANSITION PROCESSES 
 
The second chapter explores women’s participation across the peacemaking landscape, including 
peace and transition processes. Moreover, an evaluation of the factors that enhance and constrain 
women’s meaningful participation in peacemaking is put forward. 

2.1. Women’s meaningful participation across the peacemaking landscape 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, the WPS agenda, embedded in the United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 1325 and subsequent resolutions is a notable blueprint to transform global power dynamics 
that currently favour traditional security perspectives. UNSCR 1325 ‘reaffirms the important role of 
women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts, peace negotiations, peace-building, 
peacekeeping, humanitarian response and in post-conflict reconstruction, and stresses the importance 
of their equal participation and full involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of 
peace and security’.67 The meaningful inclusion of women - where women have decision-making 
authority - across the peacemaking landscape is critical to reverse the socially-permissive environment 
within which violence is prioritized over non-violent actions. Although progress on certain aspects of 
the WPS agenda has been made, women continue to be denied strategic roles and systematically shut 
out from important decisions that intimately affect them.  
 
Peace negotiations, which favour warring parties, have the potential to deliver a ceasefire and a 
decrease in violence. A safe and secure environment is important for internally displaced persons and 
refugees to return to their homes and for communities to resume socioeconomic activity. However, an 
absence of fighting does not necessarily translate into communities emerging more resilient in a post-
conflict environment. While every fragile and conflict-affected situation poses its own unique 
challenges, the emphasis on awarding decision-making authority to those waging the war and not to 
those waging the peace, hinders communities from working towards durable peace solutions and 
collective justice and reconciliation. Exclusive peace processes are more likely to deny women strategic 
roles and systematically shut them out from important decision-making processes that intimately 
affect them and their communities.  
 
The meaningful inclusion of women in peace and negotiation processes - where women have decision-
making authority - not only better reflects the diversity of society, inclusive peace frameworks increase 
the durability and the quality of peace. A recent study led by Krause and Branfors, which investigated 
82 peace agreements in 42 armed conflicts between 1989 and 2011, indicated that peace agreements 
with female signatories were associated with lasting peace. The study also indicated that peace 
agreements signed by female delegates demonstrated higher implementation rates for agreement 
provisions.68 A former study from the Geneva Graduate Institute’s Broadening Participation Process, 
which analysed the roles of women’s groups and other groups in 40 peace and transition processes, 
suggested that when women’s groups were able to effectively influence the process, a peace 
agreement was almost always reached and the agreement was more likely implemented.69 An 
agreement is 20 % more likely to last at least 2 years and 35 % more likely to last at least 15 years if 
women participate in its creation.70  

                                                 
67 Office of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and Advancement of Women, ‘Landmark resolution on Women, Peace and Security’, accessed 
at https://www.un.org/womenwatch/osagi/wps/ on 03 May 2019. 
68 Krause, J., Krause, W. & Bränfors, P., ‘Women’s Participation in Peace Negotiations and the Durability of Peace, International Interactions’, 
44/6, (2018), pgs. 985-1016. 
69 Paffenholz, T., ‘Can Inclusive Peace Processes Work? New evidence from a multi-year research project’, CCDP Policy Brief, (2015); and 
Paffenholz, T., ‘Beyond the Normative: Can Women's Inclusion Really Make for Better Peace Processes?’, CCDP Policy Brief, (2015), both 
accessed at  http://graduateinstitute.ch/home/research/centresandprogrammes/ccdp/ccdp- research/clusters-and-projects-1/participatory-
peace-processes-an/broadening-participation-in-trac.html on 05 April 2019. 
70 Statistical analysis by Laurel Stone, as featured in O’Reilly, M., O� Su�illeabha�in, A. and Paffenholz, T., ‘Reimagining Peacemaking: Women’s 
Roles in Peace Processes’, New York: International Peace Institute (2015), pgs. 12-13, accessed at 
https://www.inclusivepeace.org/sites/default/files/IPI-Reimagining-Peacemaking.pdf on 30 April 2019. 
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Despite the growing number of studies that underline the importance and value of inclusive peace 
processes, women remain significantly underrepresented in high-level peacemaking. Between 1990 
and 2017, women constituted only 2 % of mediators, 5 % of witnesses and signatories, and 8 % of 
negotiators in all major peace processes.71  
 
Why are so few women included in high-level peacemaking? First, O’Reilly et. al argue, ‘women’s 
participation relates to a broader dilemma about the ends and means of peacemaking: if the goal of a 
peace process is only to end violence, then women—who are rarely the belligerents—are unlikely to 
be considered legitimate participants.’72 Second, traditional security narratives in the international 
system remain largely focused on state security rather than human security, undervaluing non-military 
and non-state centric perspectives on peace and security matters. Third, while multilateral 
organizations like the UN and its Member States have committed to the implementation of the WPS 
agenda, the absence of political will and appropriate allocation of funding to influence and disrupt the 
traditional structures that secure warring parties a place at the negotiations table is hindering women’s 
meaningful participation across the peacemaking landscape. For instance, as talks between the U.S. 
and the Taliban move forward, warring parties remain reluctant to include Afghan women as members 
of the negotiation team. At the same time, some western governments who promote the WPS agenda 
have acquiesced to the dominant conflict actors despite the strong link between the meaningful 
inclusion of Afghan women in the peace process and the future stability, prosperity and peace of 
Afghanistan.73  

2.2. Broader peace and transition processes 
An investment in holistic frameworks that connect the formal and informal peace processes, that 
broaden participation beyond warring parties and that address the underlining grievances that often 
trigger violence, such as lack of political rights, high inequality, or ethnic and religious divisions, will 
increase the prospect for more inclusive and equitable societies to materialize.74 Broader peace 
processes that connect informal peacebuilding efforts with formal mechanisms potentially create more 
opportunities for women from diverse socioeconomic and political backgrounds to influence the 
progression and outcome of the negotiation process.  
 
In 2018, UN Women published a report based on a meeting that brought together more than 50 
experts and practitioners to discuss women’s meaningful participation in negotiating peace and the 
implementation of peace agreements.75 Their deliberations and recommendations were informed by 
experiences and practices in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Colombia, Georgia, Kenya, Mozambique, 
Myanmar, Nepal, the Philippines, South Sudan, the Syrian Arab Republic, Uganda, Yemen, and Kosovo. 
The report included a series of action items for relevant stakeholders and recommendations that reflect 
on almost 20 years of implementation on the WPS agenda. One of the key requests called for a 
diminution in the hierarchy between different peace and negotiation tracks and amplify the value of 
non-military contributions.  In many instances where women were excluded from official peace 

                                                 
71 Council on Foreign Relations, ‘Women’s participation in peace processes’, updated July 31, 2018, accessed at 

https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes on 19 March 2019; Friedmann, S., ‘Using Data to Link the Status 
of Women to Peace and Security’, News Deeply, updated on 20 July 2018, accessed at 
https://www.newsdeeply.com/peacebuilding/articles/2018/07/20/using-data-to-link-the-status-of-women-to-peace-and-security on 24 
March 2019. 
72 O’Reilly, M., O� Su�illeabha�in, A. and Paffenholz, T., ‘Reimagining Peacemaking: Women’s Roles in Peace Processes’, New York: International 
Peace Institute (2015), p. 1., accessed at https://www.inclusivepeace.org/sites/default/files/IPI-Reimagining-Peacemaking.pdf on 30 April 2019.  
73 Ahmadi, B., ‘Afghanistan Talks: No Women, No Peace’, U.S. Institute for Peace, accessed at 
https://www.usip.org/publications/2019/03/afghanistan-talks-no-women-no-peace on 10 May 2019.  
74 Collier, P. and Hoeffler, A., ‘Greed and Grievance in Civil War’, Oxford Economic Papers, 56/4, (2004); Saunders, H. H., ‘Prenegotiation and 
Circum-negotiation: Arenas of the Multilevel Peace Process’, Turbulent Peace. Washington, DC.: U.S. Institute of Peace, (2001) p. 483. 
75 UN Women, ‘Women’s Meaningful Participation in Negotiating Peace and the Implementation of Peace Agreements: Report of the Expert 
Group Meeting convened by UN Women’, (2018), accessed at http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2018/10/egm-
report-womens-meaningful-participation-in-negotiating-peace on 02 May 2019. 

124

https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes
https://www.newsdeeply.com/peacebuilding/articles/2018/07/20/using-data-to-link-the-status-of-women-to-peace-and-security
https://www.inclusivepeace.org/sites/default/files/IPI-Reimagining-Peacemaking.pdf
https://www.usip.org/publications/2019/03/afghanistan-talks-no-women-no-peace
http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2018/10/egm-report-womens-meaningful-participation-in-negotiating-peace
http://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2018/10/egm-report-womens-meaningful-participation-in-negotiating-peace
zova
Highlight



Women’s role in peace processes 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 27 

processes, women’s organizations successfully linked grassroots peacebuilding efforts to national 
political processes. 

2.2.1. Models for meaningful participation  
While each conflict poses its own unique causes, actors and dynamics, the following models for 
increasing women’s meaningful participation can be adapted to different settings: 
 

• Direct involvement at the negotiation table; 
• Observer status; 
• Consultations;  
• Inclusive commission; 
• Problem-solving workshops; 
• Public-decision making;  
• Mass action.  

 
Women signatories and participants of peace processes include a diverse range of political actors from 
members of armed groups and government representatives to delegates from civil society 
organizations.  
 
Some of the following examples of women’s leadership across the peacemaking landscape are 
mentioned in the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom’s online repository of case 
studies.76 In Liberia, women were involved in the Negotiations for the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement and its implementation, from 2003 to 2011, through mass action as observers, participated 
in unofficial consultations through direct representation in the transitional government and served on 
inclusive commissions. In Guatemala, women participated in official consultations to end Guatemala’s 
protracted civil war in parallel to the UN-mediated peace negotiation, from 1994 to 1996. In the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, women participated in negotiations and high-level problem-solving 
workshops from 2001 to 2003. Women mediators led alternative dispute processes in the rural conflict-
affected areas in Yemen and Ukraine. Women’s organizations directed nationwide peace campaigns 
like the ‘Peace Walk’ in Turkey and ‘We are not giving birth to men for war’ in Colombia.  
 
Finding it difficult to dismantle the patriarchal frameworks that favoured warring parties, women eager 
to influence the peace process ran for elected office in order to gain a seat at the negotiations table in 
Northern Ireland. Members of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC) were awarded two seats, 
filled by McWilliams and Sagar. Through their participation in the official negotiations progress, the 
NIWC introduced amendments to the Good Friday Agreement on inclusion of women in public life, 
special programs for young people affected by the war, recognition of the connection between 
reconciliation and mixed housing and integrated education systems, and the promotion of a culture of 
tolerance between communities.77  
 
In addition to participating in the official peace process, women in formal positions might also have 
the ability to include the perspectives of women who are engaged in the informal arena. How to create 
and sustain the link between the formal and informal is critical as it could change the peacemaking 
landscape and the kinds of provisions that are included in the final peace agreement. For example, in 
Guatemala, Luz Mendez, the only female member of the Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca 
delegation and a signatory to quite a number of agreements of the peace process, worked closely with 
women civil society groups that did not have direct access to the formal negotiations. This link led to 
strong commitments to gender equality in the peace accords and fortified networks between 
organizations committed to women’s rights.  

                                                 
76 https://www.peacewomen.org  
77 Fearon, K., ‘Women’s Work: The Story of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition’, (1999), available at: 
 https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/issues/women/fearon99.htm on 22 April 2019.  
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The broader and more inclusive peace and transition processes are the more likely peace agreements 
will endure. Increasing the capacity development of women to negotiate, inform and influence these 
processes is critical. According to the Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and Security, ‘formally 
training mediators on inclusive processes and empowering local women’s civil society groups,’ is vital 
to women’s leadership across the peacemaking landscape.78 Initiatives such as the Women in Conflict 
1325 Fellowship and the Women PeaceMakers Programs, provide essential training in mediation, 
conflict resolution, reconciliation, and negotiation to women peacebuilders. Furthermore, the alumni 
networks of the above and other similar initiatives serve as important platforms for on-going 
exchanges between graduates and members of their respective organizations.  
 
In January 2011, the Institute for Inclusive Security brought together 21 specialists to develop 
recommendations for advancing women’s meaningful inclusion in peace and transition processes. The 
group ‘considered ways to increase the prevalence of female mediators, enhance communication and 
cooperation with women and civil society during negotiations, and to augment women’s priorities and 
needs.’79 Recommendations for promoting inclusive frameworks included introducing quotas, offering 
technical support to mediators, strengthening international contact groups/groups of friends and 
credit and acknowledge women as members of mediation teams.   
 
The expansion of mediation networks has enhanced the visibility of women mediators. However, so 
long as an emphasis on traditional security perspectives dominates the resolution of armed conflicts 
these networks will continue to struggle to directly influence the meaningful inclusion of women in 
peace and transition processes.  
 
The following are a few models of women’s mediation networks:  
 

• Standby Team of Senior Mediation Advisers in the Mediation Support Unit within the UN 
Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs; 

• Nordic Women Mediators; 
• Mediterranean Women Mediators Network; 
• FemWise-Africa; 
• Commonwealth Women’s Network; 
• Grassroots women’s mediation initiatives.  

 
In March 2019, EPLO, in partnership with the EEAS and European Commission, convened a Civil Society 
Dialogue Network Policy Meeting to ‘gather analysis and recommendations on how to strengthen EU 
mediation by working more effectively with women mediators. It brought together 15 women 
mediators involved in different forms of mediation, from grassroots to Track 1/1.5 processes, civil 
society experts and EU officials.’80  

2.2.2. Gender provisions in peace agreements  
Peace and transition processes present unique opportunities for reforms that transform institutions, 
structures, and relationships in societies affected by armed conflict or crisis. The inclusion of gender 
provisions in peace agreements and newly established constitutions is critical to the emergence of 
equitable and more inclusive societies in the post-conflict phase. Furthermore, ‘agreements signed by 
women show a significantly higher number of peace agreement provisions aimed at political reform, 

                                                 
78 Dayal, A., ‘Connecting Informal and Formal Peace Talks: From Movements To Mediators’, Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and Security 
(2018), available at: http://giwps.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Connecting-Informal-and-Formal-Peace-Talks.pdf   
79 The Institute for Inclusive Security, ‘Recommendations for Elevating the Role of Women in Mediation, available at: 
http://www.peacewomen.org/assets/file/Resources/NGO/pp_womeninmediationrecommendations_iis_2011.pdf  
80 Civil Society Dialogue Network Policy Meeting Summary Report, ‘EU Support to Women Mediators: Moving beyond 
Stereotypes’, (2019).  
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and higher implementation rates for provisions.’81 Women are acutely aware of issues beyond military 
action, including health restrictions, economic and legal barriers, and gender and political biases. Yet, 
only 3 out of 11 or 27 % of peace agreements signed in 2017 contained gender-sensitive provisions.82  
 
Reconciliation and transitional justice in light of widespread violence, government oppression, and 
human rights violations can pose one of the most difficult aspects to address during peace processes. 
While the state has a responsibility to protect civilians and prevent violence from being committed 
against them, it might not have the capacity or political will to do so. The establishment of robust legal 
frameworks that criminalize violence against women and children coupled with the appropriate 
training of investigators, police, medical professionals, and community health workers are critical to 
transition from an environment of impunity to one of protection and accountability.  
 
Local NGOs such as Masimanyane Women’s Rights International (South Africa), Coalition on Violence 
Against Women (Kenya), Project Alert (Nigeria), Women’s Collective Association for Local Development 
(El Salvador), Civil Association to Protect (Guatemala), Women’s Rights Centre (Honduras), Sneha (India) 
all focus on protecting women’s rights by advocating for protective policies and implementing 
programs to curb violence against women and girls in fragile and conflict-affected environments.  

2.2.3. Strategies for strengthening women’s meaningful participation  
Individuals and organizations committed to strengthening peace and transition processes through the 
advancement of women’s meaningful participation in both informal and formal mechanisms can 
leverage four key strategies: 
 

• Build coalitions based on normative and strategic arguments.  
• Establish a credible and inclusive selection process. 
• Create the conditions to amplify women’s voices. 
• Keep power politics-and the public-in mind.  

 
Women peacebuilders have long argued that the following points are essential to an enabling 
environment that strengthens women’s meaningful participation across the peacemaking and 
peacebuilding landscape: 
 

• Safe and affordable modes of transportation to and from meetings;  
• Flexible meeting schedule;  
• Childcare facilities; 
• Support from families, employers and communities.  

 
Even if all of the above points are addressed women peacebuilders may still be excluded from informal 
backroom negotiations where peace agreement provisions might be discussed and agreed upon. It is 
critical women are aware of the power dynamics at play in order to devise innovative strategies to 
overcome them. On a very basic and practice level, women from across the political landscape are 
reinforcing each other’s perspectives in front of their male counterparts. This positive communication 
loop emphasizes a sense of solidarity among women and amplifies their voices at the same time.  

                                                 
81 Krause, J., Krause, W. and Branfors, P., ‘Women’s Participation in Peace Negotiations and the Durability of Peace’, 
Journal of International Interactions, (2018), available at  
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03050629.2018.1492386  
82 UN Security Council, ‘Report of the Secretary-General on women peace and security’, (2018), para. 42, available at: 
https://undocs.org/en/S/2018/900; UN Security Council, ‘Resolution 1325’, (2000), available  at:  https://undocs.org/S/RES/1325(2000), 
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2.3. Factors that enhance and constrain women’s meaningful participation across the 
peacemaking landscape 

Over the long term, the underlying power dynamics that reinforce unjust structures, that subjugate 
women, and nurture cultures of violence must be dislodged in order for the emergence of more 
equitable, inclusive, and peaceful societies.83 The World Economic Forum argues that by reducing the 
gender gap between men and women in the realms of education, health, economics, politics, and 
survival, society will more likely prosper.84 The larger the gap, among all previously mentioned spheres, 
the more likelihood that inequalities will remain embedded in society.  
 
The Women, Business and the Law report compiled by the World Bank, reveals how gender inequalities 
are reinforced through legal frameworks and identifies obstacles to women’s economic participation. 
Severe restrictions on decision making and freedom of movement are cited as barriers to expanding 
participation of women in society. Civil registration and vital statistics systems such as the issuing of 
identity cards, by governments, facilitates women’s access to the legal apparatus and to exercising their 
rights. However, due to cultural biases and discrimination, the men in the family often acquire identity 
cards ahead of female family members. Without an identity card, women are unable to access medical 
care and the banking system, attend school, work in the formal labour market, own property and land, 
and vote in elections.85  
 
Enhancing women’s livelihoods security is paramount to increasing the inclusion of women across the 
conflict prevention and peacebuilding landscape.86 Participation in the labour market is an important 
avenue in which women gain financial independence, contribute to inclusive economic growth, and 
enhance gender equality. As entrepreneurs, women provide new goods and services to their 
communities. Women-owned businesses generate vital employment opportunities and broaden 
supply chain networks. And as investors, they inject essential financing necessary for start-ups and 
established enterprises. Furthermore, inclusive private sector development complements revenue 
generation and growth, while maintaining stability in society. Effective gender equality legislation is 
critical for aspiring entrepreneurs, business owners, investors, and employees to fully participate in the 
economy. Women require legal standing to formalize an enterprise, open up a bank account, apply for 
finance and insurance, and purchase and own goods and capital. The registration of major events, such 
as births, marriage, divorce, and death ensure that women have entitlement and access to their rightful 
assets.  
 
Women’s participation in national, regional, and international decision-making structures for 
preventing and resolving conflict remains considerably low. The cultivation of a participatory 
environment, one which facilitates active engagement of all members of society, including women, 
youth, children, elderly, and disabled strengthens ownership and accountability of the political 
process.  
 
As of June 2018, global proportion of parliamentary seats occupied by women stood at 23.8 %. Conflict-
affected countries represented lower figures than that of the global proportion of women in elected 

                                                 
83 Knowledge Is Power (KIP) was a two-year U.S. government-funded multidisciplinary project aimed at supporting the production and 
dissemination of information related to gender and sexuality in Lebanon, available at: http://thekipproject.info; Arab Foundation for 
Freedoms and Equality, accessed at http://afemena.org   
84 World Economic Forum, ‘The Global Gender Gap Report’, (2017) available at:  http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2017.pdf on 19 
March 2019;  World Economic Forum, ‘Global Gender Gap Index’, (2016) available at: http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-
2016/rankings/#_blank  
85 The World Bank, ‘Women, Business and the Law’, (2019), available at: http://wbl.worldbank.org; Zamzama, ‘Afghan women Denied Identity 
Cards’, Institute for War and Peace Reporting, updated on 27 March 2017,available  at:  https://iwpr.net/global-voices/afghan-women-denied-
identity-cards  
86 There is a growing body of academic research on the peace-private sector nexus. UN, Global Compact, Principles for Responsible 
Management Education, Working Group on Business for Peace, available at:  http://unprmeb4p.org, accessed on 23 March 2019. 
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office at around 16 %. In conflict-affected countries with legislative quotas, women occupied 19.8 % of 
parliament seats compared with 12.1 % in countries without quotas.87  
 
Participatory governance structures that reflect citizens’ needs regardless of their socioeconomic 
background or political affiliation will potentially disrupt elite capture. Elections as part of a broader 
peace process can connect women’s voices from grassroots organizations, including women who are 
working on the ground with policy makers and vice versa. Elections can be sensitive markers in the 
peace process, as they often determine which political parties will participate in formal negotiations. 
Elections can also trigger violence and bolster authoritarian tendencies and trends. Women should be 
encouraged to run for elected office and serve in decision-making positions. However, participation in 
a government whose officials previously or continue to exercise repressive campaigns might not be an 
option for some women especially those that participated in protest movements, served in prison, or 
joined militias. It is also important to recognize that oftentimes, women who engage in the political 
space receive a higher amount of gender-based threats and attacks than their male counterparts 
discouraging some women from participating in politics all together. 
 
A major challenge for implementing the WPS agenda is the lack of consistency. Nations that call for 
meaningful participation of women in decision-making roles and tacitly support conflict prevention 
and gender mainstreaming in their internal and external actions should find it difficult to reconcile their 
participation in military interventions and the export of armaments to dictatorships, reactionary, and 
brutal regimes, like the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. According to the 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, more than 1 trillion USD was designated to war and 
defence-related expenditures in 2015. A small percentage of that amount could have significantly 
reduced global hunger and poverty, as well as provided access to healthcare and education to children 
and youth all around the world, laying the groundwork for sustainable peace to emerge. This is a failure 
to recognize the gendered impact of dysfunctional weapons proliferation that magnifies inequality in 
armed societies experiencing violence, repression, state and elite capture, and possible economic 
stagnation.  
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
87 Inter-Parliamentary Union, ‘Women in National Parliaments Situation’, (2018) updated on 1 June 2018, available 
at;  http://archive.ipu.org/wmn-e/arc/world010618.htm on 02 April 2019. The percentage in conflict and post-conflict countries was 
calculated by UN Women using data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union. 
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3 Community‑based 
peace initiatives

Grassroots peace initiatives based on local community structures are 
extremely common, and well‑represented in the evaluations used for this 
report. The structures, which take different forms, are sometimes called 
peace committees, but have a variety of other names. They are ‘local’ in the 
purest sense of the word, typically covering a neighbourhood or district, 
and bring together a representative selection of voices to resolve specific 
problems that have the potential to cause conflict and violence. They reflect 
the underlying dynamics of their communities, and often collaborate with 
and build on existing local power structures and processes. They define 
and follow a set of rules and procedures to maximize objectivity and 
fairness. They are often inclusive, involving women and men of different 
ages, and members of different ethnic communities and economic interest 
groups, along with local leaders. Over the medium and long term, they 
can enhance trust and collaboration within and across communities.

This	chapter	draws	on	evaluations	of	local	
peace	committees	in	the	Democratic	
Republic	of	Congo	(DRC),	Burundi,	
Nigeria,	Sudan	and	South	Sudan.	These	
operate	against	a	background	of	chronic	
and	unresolved	conflict,	and	inadequate	
higher‑level	governance.	They	are	
particularly	good	at	resolving	disputes	over	
natural	resources,	which	are	common	in	
economies	based	on	farming	and	livestock.

It	also	draws	on	a	slightly	different	case,	
which	involves	Colombian	farmers	in	the	
Carare	valley	setting	up	an	association	(La	
Asociación	de	Trabajadores	Campesinos	
del	Carare)	designed	to	protect	local	
communities	from	all	three	armed	groups	–	
rebel	guerrillas,	paramilitaries	and	the	army	
–	in	a	sustained,	triangular	conflict.

The	chapter	also	refers	to	local	peace	
structures	established	to	promote	recovery	
and	healing	in	post‑conflict	environments,	
such	as	Liberia	and	Sierra	Leone,	where	
years	of	conflict	have	engendered	deep	
mistrust;	and	in	parts	of	Kenya,	where	the	
threat	of	violent	extremism	is	an	important	
conflict	issue.

Below,	some	of	the	impacts	of	local	
peace	structures	are	described	under	
three	headings:	Local	dispute	and	conflict	
resolution;	longer‑term	impacts	on	stability	
and	peaceful	co‑existence;	and	sustainable	
peace	and	resilience	mechanisms.
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Local dispute and conflict resolution

16 Guma	Kunda	Komey,	‘Evaluation	of	the	Process,	Outcomes	and	Impact	of	the	CfPS‑RRF	and	PCs	in	Local	Peace‑building	and	Conflict	
Resolutions	in	South	and	West	Kordofan,	Sudan’,	2017.

17 Michelle	Spearing,	‘Addressing	State	Fragility	from	the	Bottom	Up	Through	Inclusive	Community	Governance:	Exploring	Theories	of	Change’,	
CARE	Nederland,	2016.

18 Alexis	M.	Gardella	and	Eric	Kalaba,	‘Citizenship	And	Peacebuilding	In	The	Democratic	Republic	Of	Congo:	Final	Evaluation’,	March	2009.
19 Oliver	Kaplan,	‘Protecting	Civilians	in	Civil	War:	The	Institution	of	the	ATCC	in	Colombia’,	Journal of Peace Research	(2003)	50(3):351–67.

The	mandate	of	most	community‑based	
peace	structures	is	to	resolve	local	conflicts	
non‑violently.	Among	the	issues	they	deal	
with	are	disputes	over	access	to	natural	
resources,	political	violence	linked	to	
elections,	and	violence	perpetrated	by	
armed	groups.

Evaluations	show	that	peace	committees	in	
South	Kordofan	in	Sudan	have	successfully	
resolved	many	conflicts	between	farmers	
and	herders,	where	the	latter’s	animals	
were	damaging	vital	crops	(see	Case	Study	
2).	In	other	cases,	they	resolved	disputes	
between	pastoralist	groups,	preventing	
outbreaks	of	violence	linked	to	disputes	over	
women	and,	in	at	least	one	case,	murder.	In	
one	situation,	they	mediated	between	two	
pastoralist	groups	that	had	threatened	to	
attack	one	another,	preventing	the	conflict	
from	escalating.	To	put	this	in	perspective,	
an	earlier,	similar	case	had	resulted	in	150	
deaths.16

Elsewhere,	in	Burundi,	local	peace	groups	
prevented	and	reduced	electoral	violence.	
‘Peace	clubs’	in	a	number	of	communities	
mobilized	citizens	to	report	the	risk	or	
incidence	of	electoral	violence	as	soon	
as	it	occurred,	calling	in	local	security	
services	and	civic	leaders	to	intervene.	
Local	authority	representatives	observed	
a	significant	reduction	in	violence	
between	the	2010	and	2015	elections	in	
communities	where	peace	clubs	had	been	
established.17

‘The conference outcomes had a direct 
impact on my personal and family security. 
My farm is a bit far from the village. Last 
year, and this year before the conference, I 
and other members of my family, while on 
the farm faced several incidents of threats 
from masked and armed men allowing their 
cattle to enter into the farm and damaging 
crops. The implementation of the conference 
resolution has put an end to this through 
public awareness raising among pastoralists, 
especially youth.’ 

– Adam Aliheimir Jibteel, farmer from El 
Tokmah, Sudan

Local	peace	structures	take	on	particular	
significance	in	chronically	unstable	contexts,	
where	they	can	find	themselves	conducting	
sensitive	and	dangerous	negotiations	with	
armed	groups.	This	requires	reserves	of	
courage	and	skill,	but	can	pay	dividends	for	
local	security.	In	eastern	DRC,	an	evaluation	
team	found	that	peace	committees	had	
engaged	in	dialogue	and	advocacy	with	
armed	militias	operating	nearby,	reducing	
tensions	and	the	risk	of	violence	at	rebel	
roadblocks.18	This	was	particularly	important	
due	to	the	threat	of	sexual	and	other	
violence	by	militia	members,	and	because	
fear	was	preventing	people	from	accessing	
their	fields	and	markets,	undermining	local	
livelihoods.	In	another	example	(see	also	
Case	Study	1),	a	peasants’	association	in	
the	Calare	Valley	in	Colombia	protected	its	
members	over	many	years	by	negotiating	an	
agreement	with	armed	group	leaders.19
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Longer‑term impacts on stability 
and peaceful co‑existence

20 Guma	Kunda	Komey,	‘Evaluation	of	the	Process,	Outcomes	and	Impact	of	the	CfPS‑RRF	and	PCs	in	Local	Peace‑building	and	Conflict	
Resolutions	in	South	and	West	Kordofan,	Sudan’,	Peace	Direct,	2017.

21 Rosemary	Cairns,	‘An	Evaluation	of	“Strengthening	Locally	Led	Peacebuilding”’,	Peace	Direct,	May	2011.
22 Mark	M.	Rogers	and	Dr	Hippolyt	Pul,	‘Learning	From	and	About	Local	Peace	Groups:	Thematic	Evaluation	Report’,	Conciliation	Resources.
23 Christian	Aid,	‘In	It	For	the	Long	Haul?:	Lessons	on	Peacebuilding	in	South	Sudan’,	2018.

As	important	as	resolving	specific	disputes	
is,	the	impact	of	community	peace	
structures	goes	beyond	this	to	create	a	
more	stable	environment	of	trust,	stability	
and	collaboration.	By	demonstrating	that	
problems	can	be	satisfactorily	and	fairly	
resolved,	their	actions	reduce	the	incentive	
for	disputing	parties	–	and	their	respective	
networks	and	constituencies	–	to	act	
pre‑emptively	and	aggressively.	In	so	doing,	
community	structures	prevent	small	disputes	
from	escalating,	and	can	be	instrumental	in	
atrocity	prevention	(see	Figure	3).	

An	evaluation	of	peace	committees	in	Sudan	
found	they	had	‘contributed	significantly	
to	effective	and	sustainable	prevalence	of	
local	peace	and	social	co‑existence,	and	to	
positive	changes	in	attitudes	and	behaviors	
among	community	members’.20	Studies	
have	noted	similar	phenomena	elsewhere,	
for	example	improved	intra‑community	
relations	in	eastern	DRC,21	between	Muslim	
and	Christian	communities	in	Nigeria,	and	
between	clans	in	Kenya.22

Data	from	three	contexts	(see	Figure	4)	
illustrate	this	further,	highlighting	changes	
in	attitudes	and	behaviors,	as	well	as	the	
high	percentage	of	problems	resolved	and	
of	residents	who	felt	they	were	safer	and	
had	better	local	relationships.	These	are	
significant	results	in	contexts	of	chronic,	
unresolved	conflict,	or	in	the	uneasy	peace	
following	the	end	of	civil	war.

Figure 3. Illustrating the potential consequences if a local incident is not addressed in a timely fashion23
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24 Integrity,	‘Final	Report:	Evaluation	of	the	CFPS	Rapid	Response	Fund	and	Peace	Committee	Model	in	Sudan’,	2012,	cited	in	Paul	van	
Tongeren,	‘Potential	Cornerstone	of	Infrastructures	for	Peace?	How	Local	Peace	Committees	Can	Make	a	Difference’,	Peacebuilding	(2013)	
1(1):1–31.

25 Fambul	Tok	means	‘family	talk’	in	Krio,	and	is	the	generic	name	given	to	a	network	of	community	peace	structures	established	to	foster	
reconciliation	by	a	Sierra	Leonean	NGO	after	the	end	of	the	civil	war.

26 Mohammed	Abu‑Nimer	and	Susan	Shepler,	‘Fambul	Tok	Program	Evaluation’,	April	2015.
27 Allana	Poole,	‘Baraza	Justice:	A	Case	Study	of	Community‑Led	Conflict	Resolution	in	the	D.R.	Congo’,	Peace	Direct,	2014
28 Jacobus	Cilliers,	Oeindrilla	Duba	and	Bilal	Siddiqui,	‘Can	the	Ruins	of	War	be	Healed?	Experimental	Evidence	from	Sierra	Leone’,	Impact	

Evaluation	Report	75,	International	Initiative	for	Impact	Evaluation,	May	2018.
29 ‘Portals	2	Peace	and	National	Action	Plan	Evaluation	report,	2019’,	Assistance	Mission	for	Africa	and	PAX,	2019.

Figure 4. Selected statistics demonstrating the breadth and depth of local peace improvements

Kordofan, Sudan
• In	over	half	of	peace	committee	interventions	in	South	Kordofan,	communities	that	had	
previously	fought	alongside	one	of	the	parties	to	a	conflict,	subsequently	chose	not	to;

• In	80%	of	interventions	where	violence	had	occurred	and	been	brought	to	an	end,	no	further	
violence	was	reported;

• In	94%	of	interventions,	the	specific	conflict	was	deemed	to	have	been	partially	or	fully	
resolved;

• In	only	6%	of	cases	had	the	interventions	appeared	to	have	failed	entirely.24

Sierra Leone – Fambul Tok programme25 
• 84%	of	people	felt	their	local	peace	groups	had	helped	prevent	conflicts,	and	96%	said	that	
levels	of	violence	had	been	contained;

• 60%	agreed	that	the	programme	had	made	them	want	to	bring	people	closer	together;
• Over	85%	thought	it	had	changed	their	perception	of	others	whom	they	had	not	previously	
liked,	and	that	they	had	learned	to	forgive	others.26

South Kivu, DRC
• A	cluster	of	peace	structures	known	as	baraza	(Swahili	for	council)	resolved	at	least	1,500	
local	disputes	in	three	years,	benefitting	at	least	3,000	people	directly,	and	15,000	indirectly;

• 90%	of	cases	brought	to	the	bazara’s	attention	had	been	satisfactorily	resolved;
• 86%	of	respondents	said	the	baraza’s	initiatives	had	made	their	community	more	secure.27

Improving	attitudes	towards	others	often	
means	confronting	the	ideas	that	underpin	
negative	behavior.	Evaluators	saw	this	
as	one	of	the	achievements	of	Fambul	
Tok	community	peace	structures	in	Sierra	
Leone,	where	local	residents	gained	a	
better	understanding	of	the	history	and	
causes	of	the	civil	war,	and	thus	overcame	
their	prejudices	towards	others,	allowing	
a	measure	of	reconciliation.	They	also	
became	more	likely	to	forgive	those	
who	had	perpetrated	violence,	more	
trusting	of	ex‑combatants,	and	more	
community‑oriented,	with	stronger	social	
networks.28

Like	many	conflicts,	the	civil	war	in	South	
Sudan	has	a	strong	inter‑ethnic	element,	
based	on	prejudice,	antagonism	and	violence	
against	‘other’	groups.	A	programme	
implemented	by	local	organization	
Assistance	Mission	for	Africa	was	found	
to	have	helped	local	Dinka	and	Nuer	
peacebuilders	improve	relations	between	
communities	through	awareness‑raising	
activities	and	inter‑ethnic	dialogue.	This	led	
not	only	to	improved	attitudes	and	mutual	
trust,	but	also	practical	outcomes	such	as	a	
reduction	in	cattle	raids	and	revenge	killings,	
the	return	of	stolen	cattle,	safer	movement,	
and	a	stronger	commitment	to	using	
peaceful	mechanisms	to	resolve	disputes.29
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‘[Local peace groups] are very perserverant. 
They do not give up easily. They find creative 
solutions.’

– Security officer, Nigeria

Community	peace	initiatives	have	also	
reduced	the	incidence	of	conflict	and	the	
risk	of	violence	associated	with	refugee	
movements.	In	2016,	when	South	Sudanese	
refugees	arrived	in	South	Kordofan’s	
Kalogie	locality,	some	residents	saw	them	as	
culturally	alien	and	resented	their	need	for	
scarce	local	resources.	As	a	result,	conflicts	
arose	over	access	to	water	and	land.	At	this	
point,	the	local	peace	committee	stepped	
in,	convening	the	refugees	and	the	local	
community	in	dialogue,	identifying	specific	
grievances	and	concerns	on	both	sides,	
and	identifying	solutions.	To	improve	the	
underlying	relationship,	they	established	a	
joint	peace	committee	made	up	of	refugees	
and	villagers.	External	evaluators	found	
that	this	had	fostered	collaboration	and	
co‑ownership,	allowing	further	issues	to	be	
quickly	resolved,	and	improving	relations	at	a	
deeper	level.30

30 Guma	Kunda	Komey,	‘Evaluation	of	the	Process,	Outcomes	and	Impact	of	the	CfPS‑RRF	and	PCs	in	Local	Peace‑building	and	Conflict	
Resolutions	in	South	and	West	Kordofan,	Sudan’,	Peace	Direct,	2017.

31 Mark	M.	Rogers	and	Dr	Hippolyt	Pul,	‘Learning	From	and	About	Local	Peace	Groups:	Thematic	Evaluation	Report’,	Conciliation	Resources.

‘[The District Dialogue Platform] made some of 
us change the way we were working. We were 
hard on our approach to witnesses. We have 
calmed down and know our place in working 
with the community people and this is also for 
some of our co-workers.’

– Security sector operative, Liberia

The	West	African	Ebola	epidemic	
provides	another	example	of	how	local	
peace	structures	can	calm	fraught	local	
relationships.	The	epidemic	ended	in	
2016,	after	a	long	period	of	crisis.	One	of	
the	obstacles	to	restoring	normality	was	
a	residual	fear	of	disease	survivors,	amid	
accusations	of	witchcraft.	This	was	a	context	
where	trust	had	already	been	weakened	by	
years	of	civil	war.	Several	District	Dialogue	
Platforms	–	community‑based	initiatives	
set	up	by	Liberian	communities	to	rebuild	
trust	after	the	war	–	recognized	this	
situation	was	putting	their	fragile	stability	
at	risk.	They	conducted	public	awareness	
campaigns,	and	helped	affected	individuals	
and	families	to	reintegrate	economically	and	
socially.	Evaluators	found	this	had	helped	
communities	recover,	as	well	as	recommit	to	
the	post‑war	rebuilding	that	the	epidemic	
had	interrupted.31
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Community	peace	initiatives	can	also	
improve	relationships	with	government	
and	other	external	players	–	players	whose	
behaviors	can	have	a	major	impact	on	
local	peace	and	stability.	One	report	that	
reviewed	local	peace	groups	in	a	range	of	
countries	found	they	had	helped	improve	
community	relations	with	(previously	
heavy‑handed)	government	security	
services.	This	contributed	to	a	reduction	
in	human	rights	abuses	and	community	
disruption,	while	allowing	the	security	
services	to	keep	the	peace	more	effectively.	

32 Mark	M.	Rogers	and	Dr	Hippolyt	Pul,	‘Learning	From	and	About	Local	Peace	Groups:	Thematic	Evaluation	Report’,	Conciliation	Resources.
33 Oliver	Kaplan,	‘Protecting	Civilians	in	Civil	War:	The	Institution	of	the	ATCC	in	Colombia’,	Journal of Peace Research	(2003)	50(3):351–67.

Community	members	in	Kenya	–	where	
clumsy	actions	by	the	security	services	
towards	young	Muslim	men	had	previously	
soured	relations	–	attributed	this	to	changed	
attitudes	and	behaviors	on	the	part	of	
security	actors,	who	were	now	more	willing	
to	consult	community	members	before	
taking	action.	In	another	example	from	the	
same	report,	relations	between	a	community	
in	Liberia	and	a	mining	company	operating	
locally	had	deteriorated,	creating	instability.	
Here,	the	dialogue	platform	had	initiated	
dialogue	between	the	company,	the	local	
community	and	government	officials,	
ultimately	allowing	the	company	to	continue	
its	work	and	provide	local	jobs.32

‘There are several aspects of the functioning of the noyaux de paix that are of particular note. It is 
clear that [they] have become permanent mechanisms for conflict resolution within their communities. 
This becomes especially clear in certain communities where the noyau de paix has come to be called 
a baraza in Sud Kivu, or a barza in Nord Kivu – both Swahili terms for the customary council of sages, 
headed by a chief, which in the past, and in the absence of state judicial institutions, arbitrated 
conflicts within the community. The traditional baraza, of course, comprised only men of notable 
standing from one ethnicity.’

– Evaluation of local peace structures, DRC

Case Study 1. Negotiating security with armed groups in Colombia

La	Asociación	de	Trabajadores	Campesinos	del	Carare	(a	local	peasants’	association	in	the	Carare	
River	valley),	representing	rural	households	long	preyed	upon	by	guerrillas,	paramilitaries	and	the	
army	(all	three	sides	in	a	triangular	conflict),	established	a	system	protecting	local	communities	from	
the	various	armed	groups.	Armed	groups	from	all	sides	were	in	the	habit	of	putting	pressure	on	local	
people	either	to	join	them	or	provide	intelligence,	threatening	them	with	death	if	they	refused.	This	
put	people	in	an	invidious	position.	They	knew	that	if	they	acceded	to	the	demands,	they	would	
likely	be	targeted	by	the	other	side,	while	if	they	refused	they	would	be	harmed	or	killed.

The	association	worked	out	a	complicated	system,	with	the	agreement	of	the	armed	group	
leaders,	under	which	they	guaranteed	the	neutrality	of	their	members,	thus	giving	them	the	space	
to	say	no	to	all	parties.	In	cases	where	one	of	the	armed	groups	accused	an	association	member	
of	supporting	another	armed	group,	the	association	itself	would	undertake	a	full	and	objective	
investigation.	If	this	investigation	exonerated	the	individual,	the	armed	group	concerned	would	be	
informed.	If,	on	the	other	hand,	the	investigation	found	that	the	accusations	of	partisanship	were	
true,	the	association	would	offer	the	individual	two	options:	Either	leave	the	area	immediately	
for	their	own	safety,	or	renounce	their	affiliation	and	hope	for	the	best.	By	sticking	rigidly	to	its	
procedures,	the	association	became	trusted	on	all	sides,	and	is	credited	by	external	researchers	
with	minimizing	the	rates	of	targeted	violence	during	many	years	of	civil	war.33
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Sustainable mechanisms that 
contribute to long‑term resilience

34 Alexis	M.	Gardella	and	Eric	Kalaba,	‘Citizenship	And	Peacebuilding	In	The	Democratic	Republic	Of	Congo:	Final	Evaluation’,	March	2009.
35 Alexis	M.	Gardella	and	Eric	Kalaba,	‘Citizenship	And	Peacebuilding	In	The	Democratic	Republic	Of	Congo:	Final	Evaluation’,	March	2009.

When	community‑based	peace	initiatives	
are	adopted	as	part	of	local	governance	
mechanisms,	their	ongoing	contribution	is	
sustained,	representing	a	structural	change.	
For	this	to	happen,	there	must	be	prolonged	
demand	for	their	interventions,	and	
widespread	support	across	the	community.

Many	community‑based	peace	structures	
become	the	preferred	mechanism,	or	
‘first	stop’,	for	people	seeking	resolution	
of	disputes.	Evaluators	found	plentiful	
examples	of	community‑based	initiatives	
collaborating	with	and	complementing	local	
authorities,	and	saw	this	as	an	indicator	
of	sustainability	and	structural	change.	
Typically,	traditional	community	leaders	are	
members	of	their	local	peace	group.	In	one	
case,	where	both	rebels	and	the	national	
army	were	active	in	part	of	the	DRC,	an	army	
commander	stationed	nearby	also	sat	on	the	
community	peace	committee.34

Collaboration	between	community‑based	
peace	groups	and	the	authorities	is	
pragmatic.	Local	authorities	refer	petitioners	
to	the	local	peace	structure	when	relevant,	
and	community	peace	groups	often	refer	
cases	that	are	beyond	their	remit	or	capacity	
to	the	local	authorities.	This	mutual	support	
allows	both	parties	to	be	effective,	and	for	
more	cases	to	be	satisfactorily	addressed.	
The	study	examining	Fambul	Tok	community	
peace	structures	in	Sierra	Leone	found	that	
83%	of	respondents	considered	their	local	
chiefs	supportive	of	their	community	peace	
group.	In	the	DRC,	many	local	chiefs	used	
public	resources	to	support	community	
peace	groups	in	practical	ways,	for	example	
by	providing	a	meeting	hut,	or	a	plot	of	land	
for	the	group	to	cultivate	in	order	to	defray	
their	expenses.35
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In	another	sign	of	sustainability	and	
structural	transformation	noted	by	external	
evaluators,	some	community	peace	groups	
expand	their	mandate	and	geographic	
coverage,	often	in	response	to	increased	
demand.	A	district	peace	initiative	in	Liberia	
expanded	to	cover	the	whole	county.36 
Peace	groups	in	the	DRC	received	and	acted	
on	requests	from	people	in	neighbouring	
areas.37	Some	councils	in	Burundi	reached	
‘upwards	and	outwards’	to	expand	their	
election	early‑warning	systems	from	their	
own	colline	(ward)	to	the	commune	(district)	
level,	and	some	created	functional	networks,	
linking	up	with	nearby	community‑based	
initiatives.38

Indeed,	many	evaluators	give	examples	
of	grassroots	peace	initiatives	being	
encouraged	by	their	communities	to	play	a	
leadership	role	in	local	development	more	
broadly.	Peace	groups	helped	improve	
local	youth	employment	opportunities	in	
Sudan,39	road	infrastructure	in	the	DRC,40 
and	community	radio	stations	in	Liberia.41 
They	also	helped	increase	voting	rates	in	
Liberia,	particularly	among	first‑time	women	
voters.42 

36 Mark	M.	Rogers	and	Dr	Hippolyt	Pul,	‘Learning	From	and	About	Local	Peace	Groups:	Thematic	Evaluation	Report’,	Conciliation	Resources.
37 Alexis	M.	Gardella	and	Eric	Kalaba,	‘Citizenship	And	Peacebuilding	In	The	Democratic	Republic	Of	Congo:	Final	Evaluation’,	March	2009.
38 Michelle	Spearing,	‘Addressing	State	Fragility	from	the	Bottom	Up	Through	Inclusive	Community	Governance:	Exploring	Theories	of	Change’,	

CARE	Nederland,	2016.
39 Guma	Kunda	Komey,	‘Evaluation	of	the	Process,	Outcomes	and	Impact	of	the	CfPS‑RRF	and	PCs	in	Local	Peace‑building	and	Conflict	

Resolutions	in	South	and	West	Kordofan,	Sudan’,	Peace	Direct,	2017.
40 Banga	Assumani	Monday,	‘Emergency	Project	To	Support	Sustainable	Socio‑Economic	Reintegration	Of	Ex‑Child	Soldiers	In	Beni,	The	

Democratic	Republic	Of	The	Congo:	Impact	Assessment	Report’,	2017.
41 Mark	M.	Rogers	and	Dr	Hippolyt	Pul,	‘Learning	From	and	About	Local	Peace	Groups:	Thematic	Evaluation	Report’,	Conciliation	Resources.
42 Mark	M.	Rogers	and	Dr	Hippolyt	Pul,	‘Learning	From	and	About	Local	Peace	Groups:	Thematic	Evaluation	Report’,	Conciliation	Resources.
43 Mohammed	Abu‑Nimer	and	Susan	Shepler,	‘Fambul	Tok	Program	Evaluation’,	April	2015.
44 Michelle	Spearing,	‘Addressing	State	Fragility	from	the	Bottom	Up	Through	Inclusive	Community	Governance:	Exploring	Theories	of	Change’,	

CARE	Nederland,	2016.
45 Allana	Poole,	‘Baraza	Justice:	A	Case	Study	of	Community‑Led	Conflict	Resolution	in	the	D.R.	Congo’,	Peace	Direct,	2014.

A	common	result	of	their	work	in	many	
contexts	was	an	improvement	in	local	
governance	through	more	representative	
participation	in	decision‑making,	richer	
public	debate,	and	improved	accountability.	
In	Sierra	Leone,	79%	of	respondents	said	
their	community	peace	groups	enabled	
greater	community	participation	in	
decision‑making,43	while	research	in	Burundi	
found	that	elected	officials	were	paying	
more	attention	to	community	views,	in	an	
atmosphere	of	improved	trust.44	Community	
members	in	the	DRC	felt	corruption	had	
lessened	due	to	the	community‑based	peace	
group’s	work.45

‘The conflicts which were resolved by the 
chiefs of the village were unfinished and still 
drove people back into the same situation 
afterwards, because if one of the parties 
involved in the conflict did not have the 
means to give money to the chief, the chief 
would not judge or resolve the problem. And 
if he resolved it, he always gave it in the best 
interest of whoever had given him most. The 
Baraza does it free and the solutions always 
result in peaceful living together afterwards.’

– Muvunju (name changed), resident of 
Kigongo in the DRC
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46 Guma	Kunda	Komey,	‘Evaluation	of	the	Process,	Outcomes	and	Impact	of	the	CfPS‑RRF	and	PCs	in	Local	Peace‑building	and	Conflict	
Resolutions	in	South	and	West	Kordofan,	Sudan’,	Peace	Direct,	2017.

Case Study 2. Building local peace against a backdrop of chronic conflict in Sudan

The	peace	committee	in	Delenj	–	the	capital	of	South	Kordofan	–	has	been	active	for	several	
years.	In	2017,	at	the	request	of	local	elders	from	El	Tokmah,	around	10	km	away,	it	intervened	in	
response	to	growing	tensions	between	semi‑nomadic	livestock	herders	and	settled	farmers.46

Situated	in	a	fertile	zone	on	major	traditional	livestock	routes,	El	Tokmah	is	a	collection	of	
hamlets	and	encampments	housing	around	9,000	people	from	up	to	20	ethnic	groups.	The	
people	living	in	and	transiting	the	area	have	for	a	long	time	followed	an	agreed	code	of	practice	
to	help	avoid	the	kinds	of	conflicts	that	can	occur	when	farmers	and	herders	share	land	and	
water,	but	these	norms	have	come	under	increasing	pressure	in	recent	years.	The	secession	of	
South	Sudan	and	the	persistence	of	chronic	armed	conflict	in	the	region	have	closed	off	much	of	
the	alternative	grazing,	forcing	nomads	to	spend	more	time	in	the	neighbourhood.	Weak	state	
institutions	and	the	proliferation	of	small	arms	have	only	exacerbated	tensions.

The	situation	became	increasingly	tense	during	the	harvest	season	in	2017.	The	incursion	
of	livestock	onto	farmers’	fields	resulted	in	violence	between	Dar	Nay’la	nomads	and	Nuba	
Ajank	farmers,	causing	serious	injuries.	Reports	of	livestock	damaging	crops	proliferated	
amid	a	sense	of	growing	mistrust.	A	farmer	was	shot	dead	at	night	while	guarding	his	fields.	
Farming	communities	threatened	to	take	the	law	into	their	own	hands	as	pressure	over	access	
to	grazing	and	water	sources	mounted.	In	October,	the	elders	of	the	El	Tokmah	communities	
–	anxious	about	the	growing	tension,	and	aware	that	at	least	ten	people	had	been	killed	in	
similar	circumstances	the	previous	year	–	requested	help	from	the	Delenj	peace	committee.	The	
committee	agreed,	and	obtained	support	from	Khartoum‑based	NGO	Collaborative	for	Peace	in	
Sudan	to	organize	a	major	meeting	in	November,	designed	to	develop	and	agree	a	solution.

They	produced	an	agreement	that,	among	others	things,	committed	community	leaders	to	
restore	and	enforce	traditional	codes	of	practice	that	had	maintained	peace	in	the	past;	to	keep	
livestock	in	agreed	pasture	lands	further	away	from	the	farms;	to	establish	a	joint	committee	to	
monitor	and	respond	peacefully	to	further	infractions;	and	to	levy	fines	on	anyone	breaking	the	
rules	or	carrying	small	arms.

The	committee	knew	the	underlying	issues	had	to	be	addressed	as	well,	and	so	persuaded	the	
government	to	create	an	additional	water	point	to	reduce	the	pressure	on	existing	resources.	
Meanwhile,	the	committee	persuaded	international	development	organizations	to	bring	new	
development	interventions	to	El	Tokmah	in	order	to	create	jobs	for	young	people	and	improve	
health	services.

Six	months	later,	researchers	found	that	the	initiative	had	been	successful.	There	had	been	a	
decrease	in	reports	of	livestock	infringements,	as	well	as	of	the	use	of	small	arms	and	other	
violence,	while	there	had	been	an	increase	in	reports	of	people	using	peaceful	dispute‑resolution	
mechanisms.	As	reported	by	Ibrahim	Mohamed	Hamad,	a	Sheikh	of	the	pastoral	Baggara	
group:	‘As	a	community	leader	of	the	nomadic	group,	I	am	one	of	the	direct	beneficiaries	of	
the	conference.	It	made	our	work	easier	than	before,	because	the	conference	had	tremendous	
positive	impact	on	local	peace	and	social	co‑existence.	There	were	significant	reductions	of	
farmer–pastoral	conflicts	during	harvest	season	this	year	compared	to	last	year.	Precisely,	this	
year,	as	community	Sheikh,	I	received	four	cases	only	while	it	amounted	to	several	tens	of	
farmer–pastoral	conflict	cases	last	year	over	the	same	period.’
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Lessons learned
Figure	5	summarizes	the	impacts	of	local	
peace	structures	reviewed	in	this	chapter,	
following	the	three	domains	and	three	levels	
used	in	our	impact	model.	From	this	short	
review,	it	is	clear	they	have	contributed	
to	improved	local	stability	and	peace.	
Looking	first	at	the	three	levels	of	impact,	
community‑based	peace	initiatives	have	
shown	they	can	improve	people’s	attitudes	
and	knowledge,	as	was	the	case	in	Sierra	
Leone,	where	local	residents	said	they	
had	become	closer	to	and	less	prejudiced	
towards	others.	Community‑based	peace	
initiatives	have	also	helped	change	
behaviors,	as	illustrated	in	the	Sudan	case	
study,	where	farmers	and	herders	were	using	
peaceful	dispute‑resolution	mechanisms.	

Additionally,	the	many	cases	where	
peace	groups	have	become	‘part	of	the	
furniture’,	operating	as	an	integral	part	of	
local	governance	and	conflict‑resolution	
mechanisms,	represent	new	structural	
norms.

The	cases	also	provide	examples	of	
horizontal	and	vertical	relationships	–	the	
basis	of	positive	peace	–	being	strengthened.	
These	include	horizontal	relationships	
between	refugees	and	locals,	and	farmers	
and	herders,	and	vertical	relationships	
between	community	members	and	security	
services,	as	well	as	local	officials.	Finally,	
community‑based	peace	initiatives	can	
avert,	reduce	or	stop	violence,	including	
preventing	unresolved	small‑scale	violence	
escalating	into	atrocities	on	a	larger	scale.
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Figure 5. Three domains and three levels of impact, with 
illustrations from community‑based peace initiatives

Levels →

Domains ↓

Changes in knowledge and 
attitudes

Changes in behavior Structural changes (norms, 
systems, institutions)

Violence 
prevented, 
reduced or 
stopped

Greater	understanding	
of	and	confidence	in	
non‑violent	dispute	
methods

High	percentage	of	local	
disputes	resolved

Reduced	violence,	
including	electoral	and	
intercommunity	violence

Reduced	harassment	by	
militias	

Community	members	feel	
safer

New	norms,	by	which	
people	and	armed	groups	
agree	on	rules	to	keep	
civilians	safe

Horizontal 
relationships 
between and 
among people and 
peoples improved

Community	members	
gain	a	more	thorough	
understanding	of	the	
history	and	causes	of	
conflict,	thus	becoming	
more	tolerant	and	forgiving	
of	perpetrators

Improved	attitudes	and	
mutual	trust	between	rival	
communities

Increased	movement	of	
community	members	
across	inter‑ethnic	divides

Improved	intra‑community	
relations

Improved	relations	
between	ethnic	and	
religious	communities	and	
clans

Returning	refugees	helped	
to	reintegrate	peacefully

Strengthened	social	
networks

Increased	commitment	
to	using	non‑violent	
approaches	to	resolving	
inter‑community	conflict

Governance	structures	
established	to	manage	
relations	between	
communities

Community‑based	peace	
initiatives	expand	their	
mandate	and	territory

Vertical 
relationships 
between people 
and those with 
authority and 
power improved

Improved	mutual	
understanding	between	
authorities	and	people

Communities	negotiate	to	
reduce	tensions	between	
community	and	armed	
militia

Security	services	use	more	
collaborative	approaches

External	businesses	and	
communities	collaborate	
better

Community	peace	
initiatives	integrated	into	
local	decision‑making	
systems;	local	leaders	
integrated	into	community	
peace	structures

Diverse	participation	
in	community	peace	
initiatives	breaks	down	
prejudice	towards	women,	
minority	groups	and	youth

Community‑based	peace	
initiatives	refer	cases	to	the	
authorities	and	vice	versa

Improved	popular	
participation	in	
decision‑making;	improved	
accountability	of	local	
leaders;	reduced	corruption
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Several important conclusions emerge from this section of the report, each of which is 
briefly addressed below (and will be revisited in the overall conclusions in Chapter 6):

Relevance in situations of long‑term 
conflict and inadequate governance

Community	peace	structures	are	especially	
relevant	in	situations	of	chronic	conflict.	
Given	higher‑level	governance	structures	
are	often	unable	or	unwilling	to	help	
resolve	local	disputes	fairly,	the	ability	to	
resolve	issues	before	they	become	violent	
–	and	thereby	maintain	local	stability	
and	prevent	atrocities	–	is	at	a	premium.	
The	examples	from	Colombia,	DRC	and	
Sudan	demonstrate	this.	In	particular,	in	
South	Sudan,	community	peace	structures	
improved	relations	between	Dinka	and	Nuer	
communities,	even	while	civil	war	was	pitting	
the	wider	Dinka	and	Nuer	communities	
against	each	other.

Practical approaches, on 
a breadth of issues

Theorists	have	long	argued	that	peace	
can	be	strengthened	or	weakened	across	
a	wide	gamut	of	issues,	including	access	
to	economic	opportunity,	security,	justice,	
opportunities	to	improve	well‑being,	and	
participation	in	governance.	Judging	from	
how	they	operate	and	the	issues	they	
address,	community	peace	activists	know	
this.	They	deal	with	disputes	over	natural	
resources,	foster	diverse	participation	in	
transparent	governance,	and	in	many	cases	
are	drawn	into	the	provision	of	justice	
and	development	activities.	Community	
members	feel	safer	because	of	what	local	
peace	structures	have	done.	community	
peace	activists	address	this	wide	set	of	
issues	in	a	practical	way,	tackling	issues	on	
which	they	have	legitimacy	and	traction,	
building	peace	from	the	bottom	up.

Responsiveness and adaptability

Many	evaluations	cite	the	responsiveness	
of	community	peace	structures	as	being	
a	direct	result	of	their	closeness	to	the	
ground	and	local	knowledge,	and	of	being	
untied	to	bureaucratic	procedures.	This	is	
demonstrated	by	the	Delenj	and	Kalogie	
peace	committees	stepping	in	to	play	a	
leadership	role	when	their	respective	local	
security	situations	abruptly	deteriorated.	
Given	the	risk	of	small	incidents	escalating	
in	situations	of	chromic	conflict,	this	ability	
to	respond	quickly	and	adapt	is	potentially	
critical	in	atrocity	prevention.

Inclusion and governance

Successful	community‑based	peace	
structures	tend	to	reflect	the	diversity	of	
their	communities,	and	allow	people	of	
different	genders,	ages	and	ethnicity	to	
have	their	issues	heard.	Peace	initiatives	
can	be	more	progressive	than	their	wider	
communities,	for	example	in	their	approach	
to	involving	women,	and	providing	migrants	
and	refugees	with	a	voice.	However,	such	
openness	is	not	fully	accepted	everywhere,	
and	evaluations	note	that	some	local	voices	
were	raised	against	it.	Even	when	women	
have	a	seat	at	the	table,	patriarchal	attitudes	
often	persist.

According	to	evaluators	and	the	community	
members	they	consulted,	the	inclusiveness	
of	peace	initiatives	can	have	a	positive	
impact	on	local	governance	more	broadly.	
Since	improved	governance	is	one	of	the	
keys	to	positive,	sustained	peace,	local	peace	
structures	are	thus	making	a	significant	
indirect	contribution	to	peace	in	the	long	
term.
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Of	course,	not	everyone	appreciates	the	role	
played	by	peacebuilding	structures,	and	in	
some	cases	community	leaders	have	seen	
them	as	usurpers	of	their	own	traditional	
–	and	often	remunerative	–	role	in	dispute	
resolution.	Other	actors	with	an	interest	
in	perpetuating	political	conflict	have	also	
tried	to	undermine	them.	Therefore,	in	some	
circumstances,	community‑based	peace	
structures	can	face	challenges	in	establishing	
legitimacy	and	a	‘licence	to	operate’.47

Partnerships with NGOs

Many	of	the	examples	in	this	chapter	have	
been	of	communities	supported	by	NGOs,	
and	community	peace	structures	seem	
well‑suited	to	collaboration	with	local	
and	international	NGOs.	Several	of	the	
evaluations	explore	this,	finding	that	local	
knowledge	and	capacity	combined	with	
external	knowledge	and	access	to	resources	
is	often	very	effective.	For	example,	peace	
committees	told	evaluators	that	the	
training	they	had	received	in	peacebuilding	
techniques	from	Collaborative	for	Peace	in	
Sudan	had	made	them	more	effective.48

However,	others	have	noted	the	risk	
that	outsiders	–	especially	international	
organizations,	or	the	national	government	
–	can	undermine	community	initiatives	
by	co‑opting	them,	drawing	them	into	
inappropriate	activities,	or	providing	them	
with	forms	of	support	on	which	they	become	
over‑reliant,	harming	their	sustainability	and	
effectiveness.	Outsiders	must	therefore	be	
sensitive	when	providing	support.49

47 See,	for	example,	Michelle	Spearing,	‘Addressing	State	Fragility	from	the	Bottom	Up	Through	Inclusive	Community	Governance:	Exploring	
Theories	of	Change’,	CARE	Nederland,	2016;	and	Alexis	M.	Gardella	and	Eric	Kalaba,	‘Citizenship	And	Peacebuilding	In	The	Democratic	
Republic	Of	Congo:	Final	Evaluation’,	March	2009.

48 Guma	Kunda	Komey,	‘Evaluation	of	the	Process,	Outcomes	and	Impact	of	the	CfPS‑RRF	and	PCs	in	Local	Peace‑building	and	Conflict	
Resolutions	in	South	and	West	Kordofan,	Sudan’,	Peace	Direct,	2017.

49 Lisa	Müller‑Dormann,	‘Kenya’s	Local	Peace	Committees:	How	Does	The	Local	Remain	Locally	Owned?’,	Polis	Brief	No.	8,	Polis180,	2018.
50 Rene	Claude	Niyonkuru,	‘Building	the	Peace	Architecture	from	the	Bottom‑up:	The	Experience	of	Local	Peace	Committees	in	Burundi’,	

Occasional	Paper,	Peacebuilding	Series	No.	5,	Future	Generations	Graduate	School,	2017.

Scale

Finally,	there	is	the	issue	of	scale.	Almost	
by	definition,	community‑based	peace	
structures	operate	on	a	small	scale.	
While	this	allows	them	to	be	relevant,	
knowledgeable	and	adaptable,	it	can	also	
limit	their	ability	to	tackle	wider	peace	and	
conflict	dynamics.

However,	the	impact	of	community‑based	
peace	initiatives	should	not	only	be	
measured	case	by	case.	The	cumulative	
impact	of	repeatedly	resolving	different	
conflict	problems	in	a	given	area	can	be	
greater	than	the	sum	of	the	parts.	The	
peasants’	association	in	Colombia	achieved	
this	kind	of	effect,	allowing	families	to	
continue	to	obtain	a	livelihood	over	a	wide	
area	for	more	than	twenty	years.

Some	local	groups	have	addressed	this	
question	of	scale	by	expanding	their	reach,	
such	as	the	peace	club	in	one	Burundian	
colline	that	also	prevented	election	violence	
at	commune	level,	or	the	Liberian	district	
dialogue	platform	that	expanded	to	cover	
the	whole	county.	Others	have	networked	
with	similar	entities	in	neighbouring	
communities,	as	seen	in	the	linkages	being	
developed	between	local	peace	clubs	in	
Burundi.	There	is	also	a	natural	‘scaling	up’	
that	emerges	when	networks	of	similar	
bodies	operate	across	a	given	area.	In	2017,	
one	researcher	in	Burundi	counted	500	to	
600	local	peace	structures	at	commune,	
colline	and	cellule	levels	(in	40	of	129	
communes,	and	14	of	17	provinces).50 
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A	cluster	of	baraza	peace	councils	in	
eastern	DRC	by	their	own	individual	actions	
achieved	increased	access	to	justice	across	
a	wide	area	of	South	Kivu,	allowing	disputes	
to	be	resolved	before	a	wider	sense	of	
grievance	could	develop	or	be	exploited	for	
negative	political	purposes.51	The	Fambul	
Tok	groups	in	Sierra	Leone	have	combined	
grassroots	legitimacy	with	scale:	The	
programme	has	been	implemented	with	and	
by	communities	in	all	parts	of	the	country,	
and	has	now	been	ongoing	for	several	
years.52

These	are	good	examples	of	scaling	
up,	achieved	in	locally	relevant	ways.	
Nevertheless,	many	evaluations	of	local	
peace	structures	also	identify	unexploited	
opportunities	to	achieve	more	impact	
through	scaling	up.	It	is	therefore	something	
that	local	peace	structures,	and	their	
partners,	should	consider	further.

51 Allana	Poole,	‘Baraza	Justice:	A	Case	Study	of	Community‑Led	Conflict	Resolution	in	the	D.R.	Congo’,	Peace	Direct,	2014.
52 Mohammed	Abu‑Nimer	and	Susan	Shepler,	‘Fambul	Tok	Program	Evaluation’,	April	2015.
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