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[SIDEBAR TITLE]  

ABSTRACT 

This report documents ten cases in which 

local people and organisations were able to 

directly stop war. Each case explores a 

different approach that has achieved at 

least some success in preventing, 

containing, or ending armed conflict with 

minimal external assistance. I argue that 

such efforts can be made less dangerous 

and more effective when they are 

coordinated alongside each other and take 

place within a broader, collaborative 

framework such as that being developed by 

CEWARN. In an era when traditional 

peacekeeping missions are evolving into a 

more flexible spectrum of peace operations, 

the kind of local capabilities illustrated in 

this report should be considered and, where 

appropriate, incorporated into future 

missions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The global impact of war is immeasurable, spanning the millions of lives lost to the mass displacement of 

populations and the widespread destruction of the environment. Our understanding of armed conflict and the 

tools we use to reduce it is constantly evolving. War between states has been relatively rare in recent decades, 

while a growing body of scholarship demonstrates that intervening in a conflict with properly resourced 

United Nations (UN) peacekeepers stops it from spreading, reduces its impact, and helps to end it.1 The 

emergence of regional intergovernmental organisations such as the African Union (AU) has broadened the 

scope of such interventions, while recent reviews of the UN system suggest that, as an institution, it is 

learning from the past and adapting to the future.2 However, despite the evidence demonstrating the 

effectiveness and potential of such multilateral initiatives, they are forced to operate with extremely limited 

resources and capabilities: the entire $7 billion annual budget for UN peacekeeping missions equates to the 

yearly defence expenditure of Norway and is less than one percent of US military spending. The entire AU 

peacekeeping budget is less than $300 million annually.  

It is in this context that war remains a pervasive and damaging problem. Across swathes of the planet, fragile 

states fail to fulfil even the most basic public services, unaccountable leaders and armed groups act with 

impunity, and growing competition for resources due to the twin challenges of war and climate change serves 

as a regular source of disputes that sometimes turn violent. Huge arsenals of advanced weaponry acquired by 

dictatorships during the Cold War now freely circulate among paramilitary groups and civilian populations, 

threatening to disrupt or destroy social conventions and traditional methods of dispute resolution among 

communities. Conditions such as these make it easy for armed conflict to occur. When it does, civilians almost 

always bear the brunt of the violence, either by being forced from their homes, getting caught in the crossfire, 

or, as is often the case, by becoming targets for abuse and persecution by military or paramilitary forces. 

Given the pervasiveness of armed conflict, the limitations of the UN and other organisations, and the 

geopolitical sensitivities that often dictate whether an intervention takes place, these civilians are far too 

often left to fend for themselves.  

This report shows that in some cases, local people and organisations have successfully worked and struggled, 

often with great personal sacrifice, to prevent or stop the fighting that was affecting them. They have done so 

in incredibly adverse circumstances and often with great personal sacrifice, but as the 10 cases that compose 

this document demonstrate, they managed to prevent, reduce, or stop armed conflict. These successes show 

what local people and organisations who lack the firepower of a military or the legal authority of a 

government are capable of. At a time when the UN is assessing the spectrum of capabilities that should be 

included in its vision for more flexible and inclusive “peace operations” rather than traditional peacekeeping 

 

‘[Peacebuilding is] an enduring work that needs patience, time and 

lifelong relationships. The international community can support 

this work by coming alongside us, instead of not listening and 

doing their own work without us. It is our communities and our 

people who know what we need the most.’  

– A South Sudanese peacebuilder interviewed on behalf of Peace 

Direct. 
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missions, not to mention its commitment to be more citizen-focused in future, it has never been more 

important to understand what local people and organisations can bring to the table. Important studies 

highlight the paramount importance of local ownership and leadership in effective peace processes and post-

conflict transitions, while many of the cases included here have been the subject of investigations by previous 

researchers. This report builds on their work, providing ten historic examples of successful initiatives by local 

people and organisations to directly reduce armed conflict. By presenting these cases, the report aims to 

achieve the following: 

• It demonstrates that local people and organisations can reduce armed conflict, even in extremely 

adverse circumstances.  

• It illustrates the range and breadth of approaches that local people and organisations have 

developed in the face of armed conflict. 

• The approaches and methods presented in this report should be considered for incorporation into 

the growing spectrum of collaborative efforts to reduce armed conflict.  

• Local people and organisations affected by conflict may find ideas, inspiration, or hope from the 

cases of those who have met with some success in similar circumstances before them.  

 

A NOTE ON THE REPORT 

This report does not suggest that local people and organisations can reduce armed conflict or stop wars by 

themselves in all situations. It shows how, in some cases, they have been left with no other option but to 

come up with a solution without any assistance and succeeded. Unfortunately, documented examples of such 

successes are hard to find: of the 101 cases that I included in another report sponsored by Milt Lauenstein, 

Stopping War: 101 Successful Efforts to Reduce Armed Conflict, intergovernmental organisations and national 

governments were the most prolific by far.3 The cases included in this report represent 10 of the 12 good 

examples of local efforts to stop war that I could track down. I discuss the limitations of this research in 

another paper, The Research Implications of the Stopping War Report, but the point remains: it is extremely 

difficult to uncover documented cases in which local efforts to directly stop war were successful. As all too 

many of the cases in this report show, such efforts often cost the lives of those bold enough to try.  

The report is designed for a wide audience. It has implications for scholars, policymakers, and practitioners 

across the world. As such, I have made it as accessible as possible by keeping the language relatively 

straightforward and only including the details that are relevant to stopping war in the text. Where 

appropriate, extra information on things like armed groups or government leaders is given in the footnotes.  

 

A NOTE ON THE “LOCAL”  

The term “local” must be understood as more than a geographic area or a polite term for someone’s 

nationality and must not also be relegated to a buzzword in the development and peacebuilding industries. 

Instead, as Peace Direct highlight in a recent policy position, it is the ‘relationships, agency and power 

structures’ that makes the local.4 This means that the people and organisations trying to stop war must have 

‘high levels of trust, accountability and legitimacy among their constituencies; set their own strategic 

direction, priorities and programmatic focus; and determine their own leadership and governance structures’ 

in order to be included in this report.5 I have given myself a certain degree of latitude with my interpretation 

of this definition in a few of the cases (the last one in particular), but all of those that are included in this report 

broadly abide by the principles outlined by Peace Direct.  

  

https://www.lesswar.org/publications-1
https://www.lesswar.org/publications-1
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1. POLITICAL CONSENSUS & MASS DEMONSTRATIONS 

NEPAL, 2005-2007.  

In 1996, the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) launched an armed insurgency against the government in 

Kathmandu. The first years of the conflict were limited to relatively minor clashes between Maoist troops and 

armed police as the former gradually extended their control around the country. By 1998, the Maoists 

administered most of the Nepalese countryside, limiting government control beyond the Kathmandu Valley 

to district capitals and commercial towns. The Royal Nepalese Army (RNA) was kept out of the conflict by the 

King of Nepal until 2001, when the reigning monarch and most of the royal family were killed in a shooting 

that remains somewhat shrouded in mystery.i His successor initially entered talks with the Maoists but 

refused to establish an elected constituent assembly. In response, the Maoists launched attacks across the 

country, forcing the government to mobilise the RNA and declare a state of emergency. This marked a 

considerable escalation of the conflict. However, government forces were unable to take ground from the 

Maoists and ongoing peace talks failed to make any progress. The stalemate continued until February 2005, 

when the king dismissed the government and assumed executive powers for himself. With an army 

strengthened with help from the USA, UK, and India at his disposal, the king sought to legitimise his seizure 

of power with a military victory. Instead, the RNA was again unable to inflict any serious defeats on the 

Maoists and erstwhile supporters of the government (such as India and the UK) suspended arms shipments 

and called for the restoration of democracy. As the war neared its tenth year, the people of Nepal had lost the 

few rights and freedoms that they had previously enjoyed and were faced with a seemingly intractable 

conflict between two uncompromising adversaries.  

Efforts to end the war in Nepal took place throughout the conflict, with external support for the peace process 

beginning when the Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue began mediating talks between the government and 

the Maoists in 2000. In the ensuing years, the UK Department for International Development, the Community 

of Sant’Egidio, the Crisis Management Initiative, the Carter Centre, the UN Secretary-General, and the 

Government of Switzerland offered their services to try to facilitate an end to the fighting.6 Such efforts 

ultimately proved unsuccessful and ‘none of these actors came to fill a role of formal facilitation or still less 

mediation.’7 Instead, as this case illustrates, the peace process which eventually brought an end to the war 

 
i King Birenda ruled Nepal from 1972 until 2001. His brother, Gyanendra, succeeded him following the 
shooting.  

• The political parties of Nepal united to 

call for the restoration of democracy 

and the end of the conflict. 

• Public demonstrations and strikes 

that took place across the country in 

support of these objectives helped to 

remove the monarchy from power. 

• The political parties formed an interim 

government, organised a constituent 

assembly to restructure Nepal’s 

constitutional arrangements, and 

developed the Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement to end the war. 
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was driven and led by local people and organisations spanning political parties, trade unions, civil society 

organisations, and the disenfranchised citizens of Nepal. 

Beginning in 2003 as talks were held during a brief ceasefire, Maoist leaders opened informal dialogue with 

representatives from a range of Nepalese political parties. Their key aim was to gain cross-party support for 

achieving their objective of restructuring the Nepalese state through an elected constituent assembly. As the 

monarchy became increasingly autocratic and showed little sign of achieving a military victory, this objective 

gained increasing traction among the political parties of Nepal. Following the king’s assumption of executive 

power in 2005, the creation of a constituent assembly became not just an opportunity to reform the country, 

but the best chance to restore democracy. In May 2005, the side-lined political parties of Nepal formed the 

Seven Party Alliance with the objective of resolving the constitutional crisis and finding a peaceful solution to 

the Maoist insurgency.ii The Alliance gained widespread support among civil society and the general 

population, with many Nepalese citizens participating in nationwide demonstrations throughout the year. 

Against this backdrop, talks between the Alliance and the Maoists were held in New Delhi with the tacit 

support of the Indian government in November 2005, culminating with the signing of a 12-Point 

Understanding which iterated the commitment of all parties involved to work towards ‘democracy, peace, 

prosperity, social advancement and an independent, sovereign Nepal.’8 In February 2006, all but one of 

Nepal’s political parties agreed to boycott the scheduled municipal elections until the king restored power to 

parliament, further isolating the monarchy.9 

This pro-democracy, anti-war 

platform gained increasing support 

among the population. As protests 

and strikes against the rule of the 

king spread across Nepal in the early 

months of 2006, the Alliance and the 

Maoists signed a second 

Understanding in March which called 

for the people of Nepal (and the 

international community) to support 

the effort to end the war and restore 

democracy.10 In response, trade 

unions organised a general strike 

while civil society organisations and 

the entire spectrum of Nepalese 

political parties led mass 

demonstrations across the country. 

The protests grew, becoming known 

as the Loktantra Āndolan or the second Jana Andolan (People’s Movement), the name first given to the pro-

democracy movement that had campaigned for the introduction of an elected parliament in the 1990s. After 

initially trying to crush the protests violently, killing at least 18 civilians and injuring over 4,000, RNA troops 

refused to fire on crowds as the demonstrations reached their zenith in April 2006.11 Politically isolated and 

abandoned by the military, the king was forced to reinstate the last elected parliament (from 1999) to govern 

the country on 24 April 2006.  

 
ii The Seven Party Alliance included the Nepali Congress, Nepali Congress (Democratic), Communist Party of 
Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist), Nepal Workers and Peasants Party, Nepal Goodwill Party (Anandi Devi), 
United Left Front, and the People’s Front.  

Figure 1. Protesters in Kathmandu call for democracy and peace 
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The Seven Party Alliance formed an interim 

government and immediately implemented a 

ceasefire with the Maoists, stripped the king of 

his powers, and committed to establishing a 

constituent assembly to revise the constitution. 

The following month, the newly formed 

Government of Nepal and the Maoist leadership 

signed a ceasefire, providing the framework for a 

formal peace process.12 Further talks were held 

throughout 2006, with the Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement of 22 November 2006 marking the 

resolution of the conflict and the Agreement on 

the Monitoring of Arms and Armies of 8 December 2006 providing a roadmap for military disengagement.13 It 

was only at this stage, with the war over and democracy restored, that the Government of Nepal and the 

Maoist leadership agreed to request support for the ongoing peace process from the international 

community. The United Nations Mission in Nepal (UNMIN, 2007-2011) and a host of other international 

organisations provided guidance and expertise in the years immediately after the war, but the conflict was 

stopped and resolved by Nepalese people and organisations. 

By finding consensus in the core values of peace and democracy, the political parties of Nepal were able to 

present a united front against the autocratic ambitions of the king and the seemingly intractable armed 

conflict. The Seven Party Alliance enjoyed support from across the political spectrum, with the Communist 

Party of Nepal (United Marxist-Leninist) and the conservative Nepali Congress serving comfortably enough 

alongside each other despite the stark contrasts in their ideological platforms and the historic rivalry between 

them. This spirit of cooperation ensured that the project to end the war and restore democracy maintained its 

legitimacy and was ultimately able to inspire widespread public support. In the case of Nepal, this was enough 

to drive an autocratic leader from power and convince a hardened rebel movement to put down their arms 

after a decade of struggle. For their part, the Maoist leadership recognised that they were unlikely to ever 

conquer Nepal in its entirety and elected to work with the Seven Party Alliance to build democracy and 

constitutional rule in Nepal. They were also able to maintain the cohesion and discipline of their movement, 

preventing hardliners from taking up arms and ensuring that no breaches of the ceasefire agreement were 

carried out by Maoist troops.  

Nepal has remained at peace since the events of 2006. In the aftermath of the war, the Maoists won elections 

to the constituent assembly and abolished the monarchy, but the improvised body ultimately failed to 

promulgate a constitution. Another election was held to select another constituent assembly in 2013, and in 

2015 a constitution was finally approved. A total of three nationwide elections have been held since the war 

ended, all of which have taken place peacefully. Power has also changed hands many times as various 

parliamentary coalitions have been formed, but like the elections, these handovers have taken place 

peacefully. The RNA was reconstituted as the Nepalese Armed Forces and a small number of Maoist troops 

were eventually integrated into it. The military has largely remained outside of politics and is predominantly 

focused on participating on peace support operations with the UN. The people of Nepal continue to face 

many challenges, but they can live in peace thanks to the actions of local people and organisations in 2005-

2007. 

“By finding consensus in the core 
values of peace and democracy, 
the political parties of Nepal were 
able to present a united front 
against the autocratic ambitions of 
the king and the seemingly 
intractable armed conflict.” 
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2. NATIONAL DIALOGUE  

TUNISIA, 2013-2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On 18 December 2010, a Tunisian citizen self-immolated in protest of widespread corruption and social 

inequality, sparking a wave of demonstrations that toppled the dictatorship which had ruled the country for 

over 24 years in just 28 days.iii Known as the Dignity Revolution in Tunisia and the Jasmine Revolution in most 

foreign media, these events inspired popular uprisings across the Middle East and North Africa as young, 

disenfranchised citizens from Mauritania to Oman revolted against the autocratic regimes that ruled them. 

Although important concessions were made by the governments in some countries, whatever hope and 

optimism that had initially driven the Arab Spring was quickly lost as many regimes in the region responded 

with violence. In neighbouring Libya, protesters were met with bullets and the uprising quickly escalated into 

an armed rebellion. The long-standing dictatorship was soon toppled, but Libya remains embroiled in armed 

conflict almost a decade later. The incumbent regime was deposed relatively peacefully in Yemen during the 

Arab Spring, but that country has also been devastated by war since 2014. In Syria, the government violently 

repressed opposition and has managed to cling onto power after waging one of the deadliest wars of the 

twenty-first century. The dictator of Egypt was deposed shortly after his Tunisian counterpart, but the 

military still holds power almost a decade later and faces an armed insurgency in the Sinai. As this case 

demonstrates, Tunisia was spared from such violence thanks to the successful efforts of Tunisian civil society 

organisations to prevent war and peacefully guide the country out of crisis.  

The relatively peaceful downfall of the old regime in Tunisia represents something of an achievement itself, 

particularly given the response that demonstrations were met with in neighbouring states. However, the most 

salient threat to peace in Tunisia came in the aftermath of the Revolution. The security vacuum left by the 

collapse of the former regime created a space for armed extremist groups to launch an insurgency in the 

Sha’anbi Mountains, threatening to drag Tunisia into a prolonged armed conflict like those seen across the 

region. The Tunisian armed forces successfully contained that insurgency, but deepening divisions and 

political polarisation among the opposition groups that had led the Revolution threatened to escalate into 

civil war. The campaign against the old regime had united a disparate coalition of opposition groups, ranging 

from left-leaning secular parties to hard-line Salafist fundamentalists. With the regime gone, this coalition 

began to fracture, and some groups began raising paramilitary formations and assassinating political rivals. 

The prospect of forging a political settlement acceptable to all parties waned as ‘the sheer distance’ between 

 
iii The citizen was Tarek el-Tayeb Mohamed Bouazizi, a street vendor. The incumbent regime was led by Zine 
El Abidine Ben Ali, who served as President of Tunisia from 1987 until 2011.  

• Recognising the risk of war erupting 

in Tunisia following the Arab Spring, 

four leading civil society 

organisations agreed to work 

together to defuse the crisis. 

• By creating a “Road Map” to stability 

and convincing almost all Tunisian 

political parties to adhere to it with 

extensive shuttle diplomacy and 

mediation, the National Dialogue 

Quartet found a solution to the 

political deadlock which threatened 

to erupt into armed conflict. 
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the secularist and Salafist wings of Tunisian politics ‘makes the likelihood that they will coalesce around one 

vision for the state rather slim, while a confrontation, possibly even a violent one, is certainly a possibility and 

may very well be in the making.’14 Further complexity was added to the situation in Tunisia by the influx of up 

to one million refugees from Libya due to the ongoing armed conflict there. 

Following the departure of the former dictator, the political parties of Tunisia agreed to form an interim 

government to administer the country until elections scheduled for October 2011 could take place. This did 

little to stabilise the situation, with widespread demonstrations against the inclusion of representatives of the 

ousted regime in the interim government continuing to take place across the country. Despite the fraught 

political atmosphere, the elections went ahead peacefully and resulted in the formation of a coalition 

government composed of the leading moderate Islamist party and two secular parties.iv The election results 

were also used to allocate positions in the National Constituent Assembly (NCA), which was established to 

develop a constitution for Tunisia.15 Initially given a year-long mandate to complete its task, the first drafts 

produced by the NCA fell short of expectations as rival visions for a secular or religious state competed within 

the six commissions that composed the Assembly. The challenges in forging a political consensus were 

echoed on the streets, where growing numbers of people protested either for secular or religious government 

throughout 2012.16 This volatile yet largely peaceful civic debate threatened to escalate into open conflict in 

July 2013, after the assassination of two prominent secular politicians raised tensions across Tunisia and 

stopped to work of the NCA (along with the democratisation process more broadly) in its tracks.  

Fearing an eruption of armed conflict, the Tunisian General Labour Union (Union Générale Tunisienne du 

Travail, UGTT) immediately called a general strike and brought the country grinding to a halt. With a history 

of political activism dating back to the independence struggles against French rule, the UGTT was a large and 

influential organisation that had played a leading role in Tunisian civil society for decades. The evening after 

the assassination, the general secretary of the Union met with representatives of two organisations that had 

previously worked alongside 

the UGTT against the old 

regime: the Tunisian Human 

Rights League and the Tunisian 

Order of Lawyers. These 

organisations resolved to guide 

their country out of the 

incipient chaos and prevent a 

war. Within days, they were 

joined by the Confederation of 

Industry, Trade, and 

Handicrafts, creating a 

coalition of four organisations 

encompassing a wide range of 

interests. This coalition later 

became known as the National 

Dialogue Quartet (NDQ). 

With politics in deadlock and ongoing civil strife across the country, the NDQ’s main priorities were defusing 

the immediate situation and charting a path to stability for Tunisia. To achieve this, the Quartet worked 

together to develop a “road map” out of the crisis. They suggested that the incumbent government should 

resign and be replaced with a technocratic interim administration that would rule Tunisia until a constitution 

 
iv The coalition was led by Ennahda, a moderate Islamist party, and included the Congress for the Republic 
and Ettakol.   

Figure 2. The Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, L-R: Houcine Abbassi, Abdessattar Ben 

Moussa, Noureddhine Allege, Ouided Bouchamaoui 
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was promulgated and parliament could agree to a 

new framework to govern the electoral process. 

This road map was circulated to the public, with 

the traditionally antagonistic leaders of the UGTT 

and the Confederation of Industry emphasising to 

Tunisians that ‘we, as traditional adversaries, have 

been able to come to an agreement, so you, too, 

must overcome your internal disagreements for 

the wellbeing of the country that is dear to us.’17 

Progress was made in August 2013, just a month 

after the assassinations threatened to escalate the 

crisis, when the NDQ began hosting roundtable 

talks with Tunisian political parties of all outlooks in Paris. In the following months, 21 of Tunisia’s 24 political 

parties joined this dialogue and signed up to the road map developed by the NDQ. Most importantly, shuttle 

diplomacy and careful mediation by the NDQ convinced the government elected in 2011 to resign their 

positions and support the formation of a technocratic interim government. On 23 October 2013, the 

incumbent government approved an interim constitution before resigning to make way for the technocratic 

administration to govern the country and schedule elections for the following year.18 The NDQ achieved 

something quite remarkable in Paris, convincing a host of political parties at the brink of war to compromise 

with each other, surrender whatever power they held, and adhere to a transitional process that they had no 

part in designing. Negotiations continued for months following the handover of power in October 2013, but 

the NDQ was ultimately able to hold all parties to their commitments and keep the process on track. A more 

permanent constitution (the fourth produced by the NCA) was ratified in January 2014 and elections in 

October and December of that year went ahead peacefully. By bringing their voices together, charting an 

effective and impartial route out of a crisis, and gaining widespread public support for that route to be 

followed, the NDQ was able to resolve a major political crisis and prevent Tunisia from descending into war.  

Since 2014, Tunisia has remained at peace. The country was governed by a grand coalition of the major 

secular and Islamist parties between 2015 and 2019. In this period, progress on issues such as transitional 

justice and security sector reform were abandoned in the name of preserving the hard-fought stability that 

the country enjoyed.19 Although this served to prevent political disputes from bringing Tunisia to the brink of 

war again, it left the country with no effective political opposition and put the ambitions of the Revolution on 

hold: in this period, the Tunisian government ‘failed to deliver progress on structural economic reforms, could 

not agree on the establishment of a Constitutional Court, postponed rather than resolved secular-Islamist 

tensions, and even where it enjoyed some success — restoring security — it turned a blind eye to police abuse 

and abandoned security sector reform.’20 The 2019 elections took place peacefully and resulted in the 

formation of another coalition government. Whether this administration can meet the expectations of the 

Tunisian people and bridge the divide between the opposing wings of domestic politics will be seen in the 

coming years. Over a decade after the old regime was overthrown, Tunisia remains the most peaceful, stable, 

and democratic state to emerge from the Arab Spring. This is largely thanks to the actions of local people and 

organisations such as the NDQ who worked tirelessly between 2013 and 2015 to ensure this outcome.   

 

“By bringing their voices 
together, charting an effective 
and impartial route out of a crisis, 
and gaining widespread public 
support for that route to be 
followed, the NDQ was able to 
resolve a major political crisis and 
prevent Tunisia from descending 
into war.” 
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3. PEACE CONFERENCES & TRADITIONAL PEACEMAKING 

SOMALILAND, 1991-PRESENT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The territory of contemporary Somalia is composed of the former colonies of British Somaliland and Somalia 

Italia. These two territories emerged as independent states in 1960 and elected to unify just five days after the 

British formally withdrew to create the Somali Republic. Democracy and constitutional rule prevailed in the 

country for almost a decade until the military launched a coup d’état and seized power in 1969. Although 

officially non-aligned during the Cold War, the military dictatorship used the country’s important geostrategic 

position to leverage aid from both the USSR and the USA, along with a host of smaller states. Most of this aid 

was directed to the military, which grew to be one of the largest and most powerful in sub-Saharan Africa. In 

1978, the Somalian regime launched a large military offensive against neighbouring Ethiopia to seize an area 

of land that had been ceded by the British administration during the colonial period. Although initially 

successful, the invasion quickly became bogged down and Somalian forces were driven back across the 

border in 1979. The defeat cost the lives of thousands and severely undermined the authority of the regime. 

Within years, disgruntled citizens ad launched armed insurgencies across Somalia. One of the most powerful 

groups to take up arms was the Somali National Movement (SNM), which, after being founded in London, 

was based in the territory of contemporary Somaliland. By the late 1980s, these insurgencies had coalesced 

into a broad coalition of armed opposition groups that were supported by extensive networks of expatriate 

Somalians across the world. The struggle against the military dictatorship reached its zenith in 1988-1990, 

when the increasingly desperate regime launched widespread and indiscriminate attacks against the 

Somalian population. In January 1991, the military regime was driven out of Mogadishu by armed groups, 

marking the end of over two bloody decades in power.  

The collapse of the central government left the coalition of armed opposition groups as the most powerful 

organisation in the country. Hopes for the restoration of peace and constitutional rule in Somalia quickly 

faded as this coalition began to fracture almost immediately after the old regime was toppled. One faction 

splintered into two groups that preceded to fight each other for control of Mogadishu, while other groups fell 

into conflict over control of ports in the south of the country.5 Within months, almost all of Somalia was 

engulfed in war apart from the north-western region comprising the territory of contemporary Somaliland. 

After playing a leading role in deposing the old regime, the SNM was the unrivalled power in the north-west. 

 
5 The United Somali Congress was instrumental in driving the regime from power. It splintered in January 
1991. The Somali Patriotic Movement was active in southern Somalia, while the Somali Salvation Democratic 
Front was the dominant power in the north-east.  

• A series of peace conferences 

convened by traditional elders, the 

Government of Somaliland, and 

the diaspora helped to steer the 

contested state out of armed 

conflict. 

• The conferences helped to 

facilitate dialogue and reconcile 

divisions that had emerged after 

decades of conflict.  

• Lasting peace was achieved with 

almost no external support. 
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Its leadership initially supported efforts to establish a transitional Somalian government alongside its former 

allies. However, once fighting erupted across the country, the prospects of such an outcome dwindled rapidly. 

With a diverse population (many of which had recently fought in support of the old regime) and the presence 

of a wide range of armed groups in north-western Somalia, there was every likelihood that the area would 

descend into armed conflict as the rest of Somalia did. Instead, as this case demonstrates, local leaders and 

organisations initiated a remarkable process which not only prevented armed conflict but also made the 

internationally unrecognised Republic of Somaliland one of the most peaceful areas in the Horn of Africa.   

While the rest of Somalia fell into conflict as warlords, militias, and clans sought to strengthen their positions 

in the lawless aftermath of the campaign to remove the old regime, the north-west embarked on a markedly 

different path. Less than two weeks after the fall of Mogadishu, local elders approached the SNM with the 

aim of initiating a reconciliation process that could help to bring peace to the area. After a series of informal 

peace agreements were negotiated between the SNM and clans that had remained loyal to the old regime,  

representatives from the SNM and all the major clans in the region gathered in the town of Berbera for a 

peace conference (known as the “Brotherhood Conference of the Northern Peoples”) between 15 and 27 

February 1991. The parties to the conference agreed to end all hostilities in the region and entrusted the SNM 

to administer the area until a larger follow-up event scheduled later in the year could be held.21 Two months 

later, representatives from across society gathered in the town of Burao for a peace conference that was 

unprecedented both in its scale and ambition.  

The “Grand Brotherhood Conference of the Northern Peoples” of 27 April to 4 June 1991 proceeded in two 

phases. For the first week, the elders of the north-western clans met to resolve several critical issues. 

Delegations were composed according to traditional formulae developed for such occasions, with 

representatives from the predominant clan within the SNM forming a slight majority.22 This phase concluded 

with the submission of a declaration signed by representatives of all the clans in attendance. The declaration 

‘reflected the strong popular feeling in favour of the establishment of a separate administration based on the 

pre-independence borders of the British Somaliland Protectorate’ as the most effective vehicle for achieving 

peace in the region, and provided guidelines for establishing the rule of law, security, and governance in the 

area as soon as possible.23 The creation of an independent state of Somaliland had never been a formal 

objective of the SNM during its insurgency. Although much of the leadership continued to oppose secession, 

the worsening situation across Somalia and the prospect of a return to unilateral rule from Mogadishu 

inspired widespread public support for the policy in the region. After two weeks discussing the proposals 

submitted by the elders, the leaders of the 

SNM (in their capacity as the interim 

administration of the area) announced to a 

large crowd gathered outside the conference 

building that Somaliland was restoring its 1960 

borders and establishing self-rule. Talks 

continued for three weeks, largely focusing on 

the constitutional structures and national 

emblems of the newly declared Republic of 

Somaliland. Further measures were adopted to 

ensure the demobilisation of SNM troops and 

clan militia went ahead peacefully, and a 

special committee was formed with 

representatives from each clan to help resolve 

the remaining conflicts that were taking place 

in the region.   

Figure 3. Crowds gather to hear the outcome of the Burao Conference, 

1991. Photo: Bobe Yusuf Duale. 
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The progress towards peace that was made during the conferences in 1991 was remarkable given the context 

in which it they took place. However, as with so many post-conflict states, Somaliland began to relapse into 

conflict. Disputes over the pace of demobilisation and allocation of weaponry created a tense environment 

which frequently escalated into conflict, thanks in part to the abundance of arms and munitions in the region. 

By 1992, rivalries within the nascent SNM administration over control of port duties were also beginning to 

turn violent, raising the spectre of another war. Once again, clan leaders in Somaliland scheduled peace 

conferences to try and resolve the disputes and protect the fragile peace. At an initial summit in 1992, elders 

agreed to a set of principles for the resolution of future conflicts and ended the immediate violence. 

Beginning in January 1993, a much larger conference encompassing 150 delegates was held in Borama. A key 

result of this event was the development of a framework to govern the post-conflict transition in Somaliland. 

Known as the Peace Charter, the framework called for cooperation between the clans and the end of armed 

conflict between them, stipulated that all weapons were government property and all militia were to be 

disbanded, and established police and security institutions to uphold the rule of law.24 Additional charters 

were published concerning the system of governance and electoral process of Somaliland. The Borama 

Conference achieved many things, not least the demobilisation of militia groups in approximately 70 percent 

of Somaliland and peace between the clans.25 The following year, however, armed conflict erupted in the 

region once again, this time over control of airport revenues. 

The relatively low-level conflicts that took place in 

Somaliland between 1992 and 1995 largely stemmed from 

disputes as the nascent administration began to assert its 

authority over arms, personnel, and sources of revenue that 

were hitherto controlled by political opponents. Although 

limited to a few towns, the ongoing clashes threatened to 

undo the progress towards peace that had been made in 

Somaliland. In response, a group of Somalilanders in 

London concluded that ‘in the absence of any genuine 

moves towards reconciliation between the government and 

opposition and the apparent failure of the Somaliland elders 

to intervene, an independent mission should be convened to 

broker dialogue.’26 Alongside diaspora from around the 

world, these Somalilanders established a peace committee 

to help resolve the conflict in 1995. The following year, 

representatives from the belligerent parties in Somaliland gathered at a conference in Ethiopia hosted by the 

diaspora-led peace committee, where they agreed to participate in another nationwide peace conference. 

Held between October 1996 and February 1997 in Hargeisa, this national conference encompassed 300 

delegates (half from parliament, half from the clans) along with 100 observers. The five months of talks 

culminated with the signing of a formal peace agreement and the promulgation of a constitution, marking the 

end of the war and inaugurating ‘an unprecedented period of security and development’ that has, for the 

most part, continued for over 25 years despite the ongoing conflicts in the region.27 

The efforts of local people and organisations to stop war in Somaliland built on local traditions and existing 

social frameworks. The use of peace conferences proved to be an effective means of facilitating dialogue and 

forging consensus among the influential clan networks, incrementally bringing Somaliland closer to lasting 

peace. Almost the entire process was resourced locally, with foreign donations (excluding expatriate 

remittances) for the entire period amounting to less than $200,000.28 Indeed, perhaps the most valuable 

contribution of the international community was the provision of a UNDP light aircraft to transport some 

delegates to the peace conferences. Thus, communities scarred by over a decade of ongoing armed conflict 

were able to come together, develop an effective peace process, and ultimately build a secure and prosperous 

future for themselves – with almost no outside help to speak of.  

“Communities scarred by 
over a decade of ongoing 
armed conflict were able 
to come together, 
develop an effective 
peace process, and 
ultimately build a secure 
and prosperous future 
for themselves – with 
almost no outside help 
to speak of.” 



                                                                      elliotshort.com 
15 

4. CITIZEN DIPLOMACY, MEDIA CAMPAIGNS, AND PREVENTIVE ACTION  

KENYA, 2007 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kenya emerged from the British Empire in 1963 and was governed by a single political party from 1965 until 

1990. Some of the more authoritarian aspects of the post-independence constitution were repealed in 1991, 

opening the door to Kenya’s first multi-party elections. In the absence of organised opposition, the incumbent 

administration won the 1992 and 1997 contests, both of which were marred by relatively minor outbreaks of 

violence. In 2002, the ruling party lost the election and ceded power for the first time in 37 years.vi The newly 

elected government had promised to revise the constitution to limit the power of the presidency, strengthen 

the legislature and judiciary, and decentralise state power. Many of these promises were left unfulfilled in the 

run-up to the 2007 elections, leading to widespread voter frustration. The prospects of a free and fair contest 

were dealt a major blow when the government, nearing the end of its first term in power, replaced all but 3 of 

21 commissioners on the Electoral Commission of Kenya.29 With the exceptional power of the presidency on 

the line and the integrity of the electoral process brought into question before a single ballot was cast, the risk 

of a disputed election escalating into armed conflict was increasing.  

The elections took place in December 2007, in conditions which later investigations found to be deeply 

flawed. Electoral fraud was identified at every level of the process, while the Electoral Commission was 

judged to have failed to verify the vote-counting process.30 Both candidates claimed victory, leaving it to the 

Electoral Commission to declare the winner. With little evidence to support their decision, the Commission 

announced the victory of the incumbent. Immediately after the declaration, violence erupted in parts of the 

Rift Valley as groups opposed to the incumbent administration launched attacks against its supporters. The 

opposition leadership called for mass demonstrations in all of Kenya’s major cities, where a heavy-handed 

police response inspired more widespread demonstrations, some of which turned violent.31 Assessments held 

in the wake of the crisis discovered that many incidents of violence were pre-meditated attacks carried out 

with the aim of intimidating local minority populations and driving them from their homes.32 Such strategies 

amount to ethnic cleansing. Despite the efforts of Archbishop Desmond Tutu and the US ambassador to open 

dialogue between the opposing parties, both candidates carried on claiming victory and the violence 

continued. The unrest disrupted domestic rail and road links, along with connections to neighbouring states, 

leaving Kenya isolated, leaderless, and ‘headed for total collapse.’33  

 
vi The Kenya African National Union ruled the country from 1963 until 2002, with the period 1982-1991 
constituting a period of formal one-party rule. It lost the 2002 contest to the National Rainbow Coalition. 

• An organisation composed of local 

experts led the effort to prevent a 

war from erupting in Kenya by 

facilitating dialogue, producing 

insightful recommendations for 

the formal mediation process, 

organising a clear public 

messaging campaign, helping to 

organise the emergency response 

in Nairobi, and serving as a vehicle 

for the public to have some input 

into the peace process. 
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The crisis lasted for two months, in which time more than 1,200 people were killed and over 350,000 were 

forced from their homes.34 The presence of rival armed militia in parts of the country posed a constant risk of 

sparking a civil war, particularly given the level of political polarisation and social upheaval at the time. 

Although the crisis was formally resolved with the help of African Union mediators on 29 February, the 

immediate threat of armed conflict in the aftermath of the election was foiled by local people and 

organisations who, as this case demonstrates, not only prevented a war but also established the framework in 

which the crisis was eventually resolved. 

Recognising the risk of the disputed 

election result escalating into a 

nationwide armed conflict, a group 

of five Kenyan citizens made the 

decision to work together to help 

ensure the crisis was resolved 

peacefully. On 31 December 2007, 

the day after the Electoral 

Commission declared the incumbent 

the winner, the small group publicly 

announced the formation of 

Concerned Citizens for Peace (CCP). 

Combining the expertise of a former 

ambassador, two retired Kenyan 

Army generals with considerable 

peacekeeping experience, and two 

professional peacebuilders with expertise gained across Africa, the CCP represented an influential and 

authoritative voice. In the days preceding and immediately following the result announcement, these 

distinguished figures frequently appeared on television to commentate on events, giving this newly formed 

voice a large and familiar audience. The CCP established an improvised operational headquarters in a Nairobi 

hotel which quickly became the nerve centre of a network of peacebuilders, religious leaders, media 

professionals, and community organisers that together hoped to avert a war. While a growing cohort of 

volunteers worked behind the scenes to facilitate the work of the CCP, the five founders kept up their media 

appearances (helped by sympathetic private media networks) to call for restraint and dialogue, citing their 

experiences in other countries and warning of the risks that the crisis presented.  

Alongside this consistent messaging, the CCP invited Kenyan citizens to participate in their effort by 

attending “Open Forum” meetings every morning. The Open Forum meetings became busy exchanges of 

skills and expertise, with volunteers and professionals working alongside each other in the interest of peace. 

The CCP established six committees to focus on different aspects of their effort, with some people working to 

mitigate the humanitarian impact while others focused on developing a route back to stability. On 9 January 

1998, just 10 days after the crisis began, the CCP published Citizens’ Agenda for Peace. A remarkable 

document for both the speed in which it was produced and the prescience of its contents, the Agenda called 

for the restoration of peace, dialogue between the belligerents, a review of the elections, the formation of a 

unity government, the introduction of certain constitutional and political reforms, and the scheduling of 

elections once the infrastructure was in place for them to go ahead safely. While it took weeks of negotiations 

and the work of a mediation panel endorsed by the African Union to formally resolve the crisis, Kenya’s course 

to stability followed the steps outlined in the Citizens’ Agenda for Peace, almost to the letter. By producing an 

insightful document such as this and promulgating it prior to international engagement with the crisis, CCP 

presented the Kenyan people with a route away from the incipient armed conflict before things escalated too 

far and developed a local solution to the crisis which ultimately required little more than the endorsement and 

diplomatic support of the African Union to be implemented.   

Figure 4. Kenyans walk past a destroyed house in the sprawling Kibera slums, one 

of the most affected areas during the post-election violence in 2007. Photo: Antony 

Njuguna (Reuters) 
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The efforts of the CCP did not stop with the publication of the Citizens’ Agenda for Peace. The organisation 

facilitated the first mediation of the crisis, leveraging existing contacts to establish the former President of 

Sierra Leone, who was already in Kenya leading an election observation mission, as the first ‘shuttle diplomat’ 

of the crisis.35 Along with the discussions held by Archbishop Tutu (who also met the CCP several times), these 

talks helped to map the respective positions of the opposing parties and served as the foundation of later 

mediation efforts. As the scale of international intervention in the crisis began to increase, the CCP continued 

to serve as a vital mechanism of the broader peace process. Following in the footsteps of Archbishop Tutu, a 

host of former state leaders (including three retired presidents) flew to Nairobi to add their voices to the 

broader overture for peace to prevail. All visiting dignitaries based themselves at the same hotel as the CCP, 

where they received briefings from the organisation’s experts and local input from the Open Forum. When the 

African Union mediation team arrived in Kenya on 22 January 2008, its Panel of Eminent African Personalities 

led by former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan was also based in the same hotel as the CCP, where they 

could freely engage with the local people and organisations that had brought the process that far.vii Upon his 

arrival in Kenya, the CCP was the first civil society organisation to have an audience with Annan.36 

Away from the crowded conference rooms of the hotel, 

CCP continued advocating for peace. In cooperation with 

Kenyan media and business, the CCP was furnished with 

a wide range of tools to gets its core message of 

restraint along with items such as the Citizens’ Agenda 

for Peace to the wider population. Using the entire 

spectrum of contemporary media, celebrities, artists, 

civil society organisations, and people affected by the 

conflict offered regular and consistent messages of 

peace and reconciliation, while politicians who incited 

hatred were refused platforms.37 Kenyan phone 

companies joined the effort, sending messages of peace and restraint to their customers. With dialogue and a 

media campaign underway, the CCP also became involved in the national response to the crisis as it unfolded. 

SMS-based early warning systems were employed by the CCP to chart outbreaks of violence as they spread, 

while CCP members worked with government agencies and the local administration of Nairobi to prevent the 

city from becoming a warzone.38 The combined efforts of the CCP and its partners ultimately prevented the 

crisis from escalating into armed conflict and created the framework in which the dispute was resolved. After 

41 days of intensive talks, the belligerent parties signed the Acting Together for Kenya: Agreement on the 

Principles of Partnership of the Coalition Government on 22 February, bringing the crisis to an end.39 The 

Agreement created the position of prime minister, allowing the creation of a unity government based on 

power-sharing principles reflecting the parliamentary strength of each party, and tasked this transitional 

administration with governing the country for five years until a review of the electoral process could be 

conducted and its recommendations implemented.40 Although it took the expert mediation of Annan to bring 

the opposing parties around to the idea, the solution that eventually resolved the crisis was that proposed by 

the CCP just 10 days into the crisis.  

Since 2007, Kenya has continued to experience election-related violence. Lengthy domestic and international 

investigations were conducted on the crisis that brought the country so close to war; however, the 

recommendations of the leading Kenyan commission on the topic have never been implemented.41 Local 

people and organisations were able to prevent an armed conflict in 2007-2008, but the politics which inspired 

the crisis continue to threaten peace and stability in Kenya.  

 
vii The AU Panel of Eminent African Personalities included former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, former 
President of Tanzania Benjamin Mkapa, and renowned Mozambican human rights activist Graça Machel. 

“The combined efforts of the 
CCP and its partners 
ultimately prevented the 
crisis from escalating into 
armed conflict and created 
the framework in which the 
dispute was resolved.” 
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5. “BOTTOM-UP” PEACEKEEPING   

KYRGYZSTAN, 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kyrgyzstan emerged from the Soviet Union in 1991 amidst ongoing disputes between the Kyrgyz and Uzbek 

populations in the southern region of the country over the division of land and administrative positions in the 

newly independent state. In 1990, these disputes escalated into violent riots which left 300 people dead and 

462 seriously injured. The introduction of elections to the small, Central Asian country proved problematic 

and did little to foster stability; in the decades following independence, opposition candidates were prevented 

from running for office, multiple members of parliament were assassinated, and widespread demonstrations 

became a frequent feature of Kyrgyzstani politics. In 2005, the incumbent administration that had governed 

Kyrgyzstan since independence was ousted by nationwide demonstrations (known as the “Tulip Revolution”) 

against electoral fraud and the authoritarianism of the president following a deeply flawed contest earlier that 

year. After the president fled to neighbouring Kazakhstan, the leading opposition parties formed an interim 

government and assumed responsibility for running the country until fresh elections could be held later that 

year.viii The opposition won a landslide, however by 2006 street demonstrations were taking place in protest 

of the new administration’s failure to fulfil the promises of the Revolution. Both the 2007 parliamentary 

elections and the 2009 presidential contest took place in controversial circumstances, leaving Kyrgyzstani 

politics fraught with tension. By 2010, the President of Kyrgyzstan had consolidated his family’s control of 

state institutions and private enterprise in the country while the rest of the population faced rising utility 

prices, widespread government corruption, and an increasingly authoritarian government.  

The ongoing unrest in Kyrgyzstan came to a head on 6 April 2010, when protesters seized several government 

buildings during demonstrations against dramatic rises in utility prices. The administration responded by 

declaring martial law, issuing arrest warrants for opposition leaders, and firing on crowds gathered outside 

the presidential palace the following day, injuring over 1,000 people and killing 86.42 The president fled to his 

home region in Southern Kyrgyzstan in the wake of the violence before finding safety in Belarus, leaving the 

country leaderless. Opposition parties declared the formation of a provisional government but were unable to 

assert their authority in the south, where supporters of the recently ousted administration retained a degree 

of influence. Centred on the half-Kyrgyz half-Uzbek city of Osh, an old Silk Road trading hub, Southern 

Kyrgyzstan is home to a diverse population with a recent (1990) history of conflict. The ongoing crisis thus 

created three distinct political constituencies in the region: supporters of the ousted president, supporters of 

 
viii Askar Akayev served as President of Kyrgyzstan from 1990 until 2005. His former Vice President, 
Kurmanbek Bakiyev, led the opposition in the 2005 elections and replaced his former ally.  

• Faced with a potential armed 

conflict, the residents of a town in 

Kyrgyzstan established a 

“Committee for the Restoration of 

Stability” to prevent such an 

outcome. 

• The Committee helped to prevent 

armed conflict and guided the 

community through a political 

crisis peacefully. 

• These actions helped to avert a 

much larger conflict. 
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the provisional government, and ethnic Uzbeks fearful of what the instability was portending. The situation 

remained tense but largely peaceful for two months, however little progress was made towards forging any 

kind of consensus regarding the political future of Kyrgyzstan.  

By June 2010, whatever pre-existing tensions existed between the Kyrgyz and Uzbek populations of Southern 

Kyrgyzstan became inflamed by increasingly frequent unarmed clashes and the spread of rumours about 

atrocities. Police efforts to control the violence eventually failed on the 10 June, when a fight outside a casino 

in Osh escalated into a riot which spread across the city. Although the immediate violence was ended by the 

deployment of over 2,000 troops, the events sparked similar clashes in the neighbouring province of Jalal-

Abad. Within a week, violence across Southern Kyrgyzstan cost the lives of at least 470 people (the total 

figure is unknown but could amount to over 2,000), left 1,900 seriously injured, and displaced 411,000 from 

their homes.43 As this case shows, key interventions by local people and organisations prevented the events in 

Osh from spreading further across Southern Kyrgyzstan and triggering a bitter war between the Kyrgyz and 

Uzbek populations of the region.   

The riots in Osh on 10 June inspired confusion and fear across Southern Kyrgyzstan, particularly for the Uzbek 

population. The following day, a crowd of young Uzbek men stormed several government buildings and 

seized arms from the police in the nearby town of Aravan. Within hours, hundreds of Kyrgyz men were 

gathering around the town and the stage seemed set for an armed conflict to erupt.44 Fortunately, local 

leaders were able to restrain the crowds until a small detachment of troops arrived to restore some semblance 

of order. Later that evening, leaders of both communities (many of whom held or had held positions in the 

provincial administration) met to discuss the situation. Recognising the risk of their town becoming the 

epicentre of armed clashes which threatened to spiral into war, the gathered leaders resolved to establish the 

Aravan Committee for Restoring Stability to help ensure a peaceful resolution to the crisis.ix The following 

morning, community elders, NGO staff, and regular citizens of the town held the first meeting of the 

Committee. They agreed to set up a crisis hotline to track outbreaks of violence and ensure that the central 

bazaar would open the following day to avert a food shortage. In addition, local leaders began working with 

police to restore order and deconstruct the barricades that had been erected across the town in anticipation 

of violence. Later that day, Committee members travelled to the town of Chekabad on the Uzbekistani 

border to meet thousands of 

Uzbeks who had fled there from 

fear of violence, reassuring 

them that they could return to 

their homes. That evening, the 

Committee hosted a traditional 

communal feast attended by 

local elders and officials. While 

much more work was required 

to avert further conflict in 

Kyrgyzstan, the timely and 

effective intervention of the 

Aravan Committee for 

Restoring Stability spared the 

town and its inhabitants from 

violence. 

 
ix The Committee was composed of current and former heads of the local government, some former MPs, and 
the director of a poverty reduction NGO. It was supported by the local police and community leaders. 

Figure 5.  A member of the local electoral committee walks with a ballot box through the 

destroyed homes of ethnic Uzbeks in Osh, Kyrgyzstan on Oct. 10, 2010.  
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With the immediate crisis averted, the Committee continued helping the citizens of Aravan to restore a 

semblance of stability and normality to their lives. On 13 and 14 June, the Committee dismantled the last 

remaining barricades in the town, supervised the reopening of the bazaar, and assisted local farmers to bring 

their produce to Osh.45 In its last act before formally dissolving itself, the Aravan Committee for the 

Restoration of Stability hosted a visit from the interim President of Kyrgyzstan, who hailed the town as ‘an 

example of interethnic harmony and collaboration.’46 The following day, the Committee rescinded its 

emergency powers and handed over all authority to the local administration. The situation continued to 

stabilise across the region, with the last barricades in Osh being dismantled on 17 June. Further clashes took 

place in Jalal-Abad, but by the end of the day crowds were being disarmed and order began to emerge.47 At 

the end of June 2010, the people of Kyrgyzstan elected to reduce the powers of the president and strengthen 

democracy in a nationwide referendum on revising the constitution. With a new governance framework 

established, fresh elections were conducted peacefully in December 2011.  

Kyrgyzstan continues to face many challenges, 

including ongoing discrimination against the Uzbek 

population and renewed demonstrations against alleged 

electoral fraud in the 2020 parliamentary elections. 

However, the citizens of Kyrgyzstan have been largely 

spared from violence since local people and 

organisations helped to prevent war in 2010. The actions 

of the Aravan Committee for the Restoration of Stability 

stopped the relatively small town from becoming 

embroiled in the violence that beset the largest cities of 

the region. Although this is a commendable and worthy 

achievement, the real accomplishment was containing 

the incipient armed conflict within the regional capitals of Osh and Jalal-Abad. Had the violence within those 

cities spread to rural towns like Aravan, it would have likely left isolated rural communities at the mercy of 

roaming paramilitaries pursuing a strategy of ethnic cleansing. Had Aravan descended into such violence on 

10-12 June 2010, it may well have served to spark such a conflict across Southern Kyrgyzstan. Thus, while the 

actions of the Committee did little more than convince the residents of a small town to respect their 

neighbours, the intervention helped to prevent a political crisis from escalating into a terrible war.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“while the actions of the 
Committee did little more than 
convince the residents of a 
small town to respect their 
neighbours, the intervention 
helped to prevent a political 
crisis from escalating into a 
terrible war.” 
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6. PREVENTING ELECTORAL VIOLENCE  

NIGERIA, 2014-2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nigeria has had a troubled history with elections and transitions of power since it emerged from the British 

Empire in 1960. After a brief experiment with democracy during the first six years of independence, Nigerian 

politics became dominated by the military. Indeed, other than a brief return to constitutional rule between 

1979 and 1983, Nigeria was governed by the military from 1966 until 1999. The 1967-1970 Nigerian Civil War 

(sometimes called the Nigeria-Biafra War or the Brother’s War), fought between the military regime and 

separatists in the southern region of Biafra, cost the lives of over one million people and left enduring 

divisions within Nigerian politics. The restoration of democracy in 1999 was marred by widespread electoral 

fraud, which ensured a resounding victory for a former military ruler of the country during the presidential 

contest that year. The 2003 election fared little better, with the EU electoral observation mission noting 

irregularities across a third of the country, while the 2007 general election was found to have been 

undermined by violence and vote-rigging.48 In 2011, the deep-rooted problems of the Nigerian electoral 

process sparked an outbreak of violence in the north of the country in which 800 people were killed and 

65,000 were forced from their homes.49 Instances of electoral violence such as this were compounded by 

ongoing low-intensity armed conflicts in Biafra and the Niger Delta, the struggle against Boko Haram in the 

north, and pervasive fears that the military and security services were, once again, becoming too politicised. 

These factors combined to create a fraught political environment in Nigeria in the years prior to the 2015 

election, the lead-up to which ‘generated so much tension and fear that many informed analysts both within 

and outside the country predicted the disintegration of Nigeria.’50 

The 2011 election had exacerbated divisions between the predominantly Christian supporters of the 

incumbent in the south of the country (including Biafra) and the predominantly Muslim supporters of the 

defeated candidate in the north.x Tensions between these constituencies became increasingly pronounced as 

the candidates for the presidency hit the campaign trail in 2014 and the political debate took on a ‘vitriolic 

tone…in which religious, ethnic and hate slurs were commonly used to pit groups against each other.’51 The 

situation bore a striking resemblance to the build up to the Civil War, which was preceded by similar rhetoric 

and calls for ‘the Republic of Nigeria be split into its component parts; and all southerners in the North be 

repatriated to the South and that Northerners resident in the South be repatriated to the North.’52  Given the 

recent history of electoral violence, the presence of multiple ongoing armed conflicts within Nigeria’s borders, 

 
x The incumbent, Goodluck Jonathan, represented the Peoples Democratic Party. His opponent, Muhammadu 
Buhari, led the All Progressives Congress.  

• The risk of electoral violence 

following the 2015 general 

election was averted with the help 

of a National Peace Committee 

composed of prominent citizens. 

• The Committee successfully 

negotiated commitments to reject 

violence and respect the election 

results from the leading political 

parties, helping Nigeria to 

experience its first peaceful 

election and transfer of power. 
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and the extremely polarised nature of the presidential contest, the general election scheduled for 14 February 

2015 presented a serious risk of sparking a war. Furthermore, assessments from the time by local analysts 

highlighted how a war would serve the interests of Boko Haram and stressed that ‘any post-election 

instability could threaten peace processes in countries like Mali’ where Nigerian peacekeepers were playing 

vital roles.53  

The need to act against the threat of armed conflict was identified in June 2014, when the UNDP held 

consultations with senior civil servants within the Office of the President regarding the upcoming elections. 

Over the next six months, further meetings were expanded with the aim of ‘sensitising the political class on 

the implications of their actions and utterances on the social cohesion and political stability of the country.’54 

These efforts culminated on 14 January 2015, when 11 presidential candidates from across the political 

spectrum attended the National Sensitisation Workshop on Non-Violence in the 2015 Elections, an event 

organised by the Special Assistant to the President on Inter-Party Affairs. Hosted by a former Commonwealth 

Secretary-General and attended by former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, the event provided an 

opportunity for all candidates to discuss the upcoming election and voice their concerns. The Workshop 

concluded with all candidates in attendance publicly signing the Abuja Accord on the Prevention of Violence 

and Acceptance of Elections Results by Presidential Candidates and Chairpersons of Political Parties contesting 

the 2015 General Elections. The document committed its signatories to running issue-based campaigns, 

refraining from inciting violence, and speaking forcefully against acts of violence perpetrated by supporters. 

In addition, the Accord required all government institutions to act with impartiality and established a National 

Peace Committee ‘made up of respected statesmen and women, traditional and religious leaders’ to monitor 

adherence to the terms of the Accord.55  

The National Peace 

Committee held its 

inaugural meeting on 26 

January 2015. Led by the 

former president (and 

retired general) who had 

restored democracy in 

1999, the Committee 

included a diverse range of 

clergymen, scholars, a 

retired senior UN official, a 

journalist, a retired judge, 

a businessman (the richest 

in Africa), and a retired 

and highly esteemed 

lawyer.56 Importantly, the 

Chairmen of two largest 

political parties and the 

head of the Electoral Commission were required to observe and keep apprised of the activities and concerns 

of the Committee. Although the Committee enjoyed a considerable degree of influence thanks to its 

composition, it did not have any legal power to enforce its decisions or recommendations.xi After formally 

adopting its terms of reference and affirming its leadership, the Committee began its work by meeting 

Nigerian military and police leaders along with foreign electoral observation missions to assess their 

 
xi The NPC was led by General (retired) Abdusalam Abubakar and its most prominent members included 
Commodore (retired) Ebitu Ukiwe, Sultan Sa’ad Abubakar III, Pastor Ayo Oritsejafor, Archbishop John 
Cardinal Onaiyekan, Dame Priscila Kuye, Archbishop Nicholas Okoh, and Justice Rose Ukeje. 

Figure 6. The National Peace Committee during an audience with President Buhari at the State 

House in Abuja. Photo: Abayomi Adeshida. 
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preparedness for the election.57 Although preparations appeared to be going well, hopes for a peaceful 

election in February were dashed when the poor security situation in parts of the country led the Electoral 

Commission to postpone the contest for six weeks. The delay ‘exacerbated the already tense atmosphere 

across the country’ and inspired a ‘mass exodus of Nigerians living outside their ethic regions…to escape what 

many saw as the looming Armageddon.’58 The postponement did, however, buy the Committee some time to 

hold further consultations with the Nigerian security services, meet with the concerned ambassadors and 

delegations of 20 key states and intergovernmental organisations, and focus on getting its message to the 

public. On 26 March, just two days before the Nigerian people went to the polls, the National Peace 

Committee brought the two leading presidential candidates together for one final meeting before the results 

were declared. After a relatively brief discussion, the candidates and party chairmen publicly renewed their 

pledges to ensure the elections went ahead peacefully. Once the polls were underway, the Committee kept 

reiterating messages calling for Nigerians to keep the peace and show restraint. As the result of the 

presidential contest became increasingly clear on 31 March, the Committee requested an audience with the 

losing candidate (the incumbent) to discuss conceding. To their relief, the candidates had just shared a phone 

call in which the incumbent had already conceded defeat. For the first time in Nigerian history, an incumbent 

president peacefully handed power to a democratically elected opposition candidate.  

The Committee continued its operations until the results of provincial elections were tallied up two weeks 

later, however these contests took place in a relatively calm atmosphere and the kind of interventions that 

guided the peaceful resolution of the presidential race were not needed. By late April 2015, Nigeria was 

through the worst of the crisis. In the ensuing months, the National Peace Committee continued its 

consultations with a host of international and domestic organisations and both presidential candidates with 

the goal of consolidating the gains that had been made towards establishing stable electoral processes in 

Nigeria.59 In the aftermath of the 2015 elections, the Committee was established as a permanent body and it 

continues working to reduce armed conflict and entrench democracy and reliable electoral systems in Nigeria. 

Although war was prevented in 2015, the Nigerian people continue to face many challenges, ranging from the 

Boko Haram insurgency in the north to political unrest across the south of the country. The 2019 general 

election took place relatively peacefully, but outbreaks of electoral violence during the campaigns and on 

election day serve as a reminder of the persistent risk of armed conflict in Africa’s most populous state.60  

The National Peace Committee was (and remains) an 

organisation composed of eminent Nigerian citizens 

who were motivated to use their skills and influence to 

help prevent their country from descending into war. By 

remaining politically impartial and focussing on ensuring 

that a peaceful resolution to the contested election was 

found, ‘the Committee helped to turn what was 

expected to be Nigeria’s most violent election into the 

most remarkable signpost in Nigeria’s history. For the 

first time, an incumbent President conceded defeat to 

his opponent.’61 The contributions of various 

international organisations and ambassadors 

undoubtedly helped to add weight to the voice of the Committee, but it was ultimately the Committee itself 

which guided Nigeria through the crisis with the support of the Nigerian people. Indeed, the only direct 

external input into resolving the crisis was the provision of logistical support by the UNDP to allow the 

Committee to host meetings and consultations.  

 

“The Committee helped to 
turn what was expected to be 
Nigeria’s most violent election 
into the most remarkable 
signpost in Nigeria’s history. 
For the first time, an 
incumbent President conceded 
defeat to his opponent.” 
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7. MONITORING PEACE AGREEMENTS & IMPLEMENTING DDR PROGRAMMES 

SOLOMON ISLANDS, 1999-2006 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An archipelago of 900 islands and atolls located in the south-west Pacific, Solomon Islands is home to a 

population of roughly 400,000 people. When it emerged from the British Empire in 1978, Solomon Islands was 

left with little in the way of state institutions to replace the outgoing colonial administration. Indeed, the 

British retained direct control over the development of a constitution as well as public services and the police 

force right up until independence, leaving Solomon Islander politicians and ministers ‘hamstrung in the 

exercise of their own power.’62 Further complexity was added by the sheer diversity of the population, with 

dozens of languages being spoken among the various ethnic groups that make up the citizenry of the country. 

The promulgation of a constitution formalised the creation of a sovereign state, however the territorial 

integrity of Solomon Islands was challenged immediately when people in some of the western islands sought 

independence for themselves. In 1988, citizens of Guadalcanal (one of the largest islands in the country and 

home to the capital, Honiara) staged widespread demonstrations against the loss of opportunities and land in 

the decade since independence. The complexities of establishing institutions such as a professional police 

force and creating a political settlement that was agreeable to all communities in Solomon Islands proved 

such a challenge that one former prime minister stated ‘Solomon Islands or the Solomon Islands Community 

has never been a nation and will never be a nation and will never become one.’63 

In the final months of 1998, the island of Guadalcanal erupted into armed conflict as groups of young armed 

men from the local population launched a series of attacks on migrants from other islands who had come to 

Honiara or the surrounding area in search of economic opportunity. In response, groups originally from other 

islands mobilised militia, which then fought local militia on the streets of the capital throughout 1999.xii While 

most of the combatants carried outdated arms from the Second World War or even homemade weapons, 

between 500-800 advanced rifles entered circulation in Solomon Islands during the fighting, adding an 

unprecedented amount of firepower to the conflict. The Government of Solomon Islands was powerless to 

contain or end the violence, to the extent that one militia successfully carried out a coup d’état in 2000, 

detaining the prime minister and replacing him with their own candidate. Negotiations hosted by the 

Government of Australia in October 2000 resulted in the signing of the Townsville Peace Agreement, bringing 

some respite from the fighting.64 However, pervasive fragility and ongoing tensions remained. In 2002, a 

series of shootings and assassinations raised the prospect of a return to open conflict, while armed groups 

 
xii The militia based on Guadalcanal was the Istabu Freedom Movement, some members of which later went 
on to form the Guadalcanal Liberation Army. The militia based on Malaita was the Malaita Eagle Force.  

• Following the outbreak of armed 

conflict and the ensuing collapse 

of government, local people and 

organisations played an integral 

role in verifying ceasefires, 

collecting weapons from 

combatants, and driving the peace 

process forward. 

• These efforts helped to contain 

the fighting for four years until a 

regional solution to the crisis in 

Solomon Islands was developed.  
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first mobilised in 1999 had, by 2003, taken to pillaging the countryside and terrorising the local population.65 

With the security situation rapidly deteriorating, the beleaguered Government of Solomon Islands requested 

military assistance from the governments of Australia and New Zealand to help restore law and order in June 

2003. On 24 July, the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) arrived in Solomon Islands, 

marking the beginning of a 14-year operation to restore constitutional order and the rule of law while building 

the institutions of state.xiii Between the outbreak of fighting in 1998 and the entrance of RAMSI in 2003, 

roughly 200 people died as a direct consequence of the conflict, most of whom were civilians, while hundreds 

more were tortured or raped and over 30,000 were forced from their homes.66 As this case shows, even in the 

absence of overarching security structures following the complete collapse of law and order, local people and 

organisations successfully prevented the fighting from spreading to other parts of the country, played an 

indispensable role in driving the peace process forward, and led ceasefire verification and combatant 

demobilisation efforts once the fighting had ended.  

The involvement of local people and organisations in the effort to stop the fighting in Solomon Islands began 

in 2000, following the failure of the Honiara Peace Accord of 28 June 1999 to stabilise the situation. 

Negotiated under the auspices of the Government of Solomon Islands with input from the Commonwealth, 

the Accord correctly identified the key factors driving the conflict but ultimately failed to resolve them, largely 

due to the inability of the Government of Solomon Islands to bring armed Guadalcanalese groups under 

control with its limited resources and fractured police force.67 As the security situation deteriorated further in 

2000, civil society groups across the country mobilised to advocate for peace. The groups were coordinated 

by the Solomon Islands Christian Association and encompassed church groups, youth and women, traditional 

leaders, provincial officials, and the private sector. This local effort culminated in August with a National 

Peace Conference held aboard the New Zealand frigate HMZS Te Kaha, which docked in Honiara harbour to 

facilitate the event. Attended by 150 delegates from across Solomon Islander society, the Conference 

demanded more action to end the conflict and a greater role in the peace process for local people and 

organisations.68 In response, the Government of Solomon Islands established the Department of National 

Unity, Reconciliation and Peace and tasked it with funding and managing the peacemaking and peacebuilding 

initiatives of local people and organisations.   

The National Peace Conference took place 

during a ceasefire that had been negotiated a 

few weeks earlier between the two most 

powerful armed groups in the country aboard 

an Australian frigate, the HMAS Tobruk. The 

signatories agreed to the formation of a 

Ceasefire Monitoring Council composed of 

prominent community leaders to verify the 

ceasefire and facilitate dialogue between the 

belligerents where necessary, formally 

bringing local people and organisations into 

the peace process. The monitors helped 

ensure the ceasefire held while further talks 

took place and played a vital role in preventing 

outbreaks of fighting in early October 2000 

from derailing the negotiations scheduled to 

take place in Townsville just days later.69 While Solomon Islands remained fragile and eventually required an 

international intervention to restore stability, the Townsville Peace Agreement successfully ended the 

 
xiii RAMSI was led by Australia but the 2,200 police and troops of the mission hailed from across the Pacific. 
The military component was withdrawn in 2013 and in 2017 the entire operation was terminated.  

Figure 7. Members of a Peace Monitoring Council team at Kakabona site 

west of Honiara. Photo: Jan Gammage. 
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immediate fighting and averted a much larger armed conflict. Key to its success was the institutionalisation of 

the Ceasefire Monitoring Council as a more permanent body, the Peace Monitoring Council (PMC), to 

‘monitor, report on and enforce the terms’ of the Agreement. The PMC was supported by an International 

Peace Monitoring Team (IPMT) of 49 unarmed observers from Pacific states (mostly Australia and New 

Zealand) which was charged with assisting the Council ‘in the discharge of its functions.’70 Despite the 

wording agreed at Townsville, neither the PMC or IPMT had any enforcement powers and instead relied upon 

‘persuasion and its status as a neutral organisation to cajole recalcitrant parties into complying with their 

obligations under the Agreement.’71 To achieve this, the PMC ran a vigorous outreach campaign and 

broadcast consistent messaging in the media, all while maintaining 10 observation posts across Guadalcanal 

and collecting weapons from across the island. By July 2002, when the IPMT mission was terminated, the 

PMC and its international partners had successfully prevented any major contraventions of the peace 

agreement and had collected 2043 weapons and 2.86 tonnes of explosives.72 At the end of 2002, over 400 

villages were declared “weapons free” after an extensive campaign by the PMC. Indeed, such was the impact 

of the PMC in the absence of conventional state apparatus that it was, at times, viewed ‘as de facto police, 

given that the police force was party to the conflict.’73  

In January 2003, the PMC was replaced by the 

National Peace Council (NPC). Unlike its 

predecessors, which had received funding from the 

Government of Solomon Islands, the NPC was ‘a 

body designed to more closely resemble a non-

governmental organization, with funding from 

primarily external sources to ensure greater 

neutrality and independence.’74 Initiatives such as 

the “Weapons Free Village Campaign” continued, 

with communities in conflict approaching the 

Council to implement a coordinated disarmament 

programme and help resolve the causes of their 

disputes.75 The NPC played a key role in Solomon 

Islander society during this period, serving as a key link between communities and a resource for people in 

need. Until the arrival of RAMSI on 24 July 2003, the NPC and its predecessors represented the only 

coordinated effort to stop a return to open conflict in Solomon Islands. Somewhat remarkably, they 

succeeded: although the situation remained unstable for years, the people of Solomon Islands were spared 

from armed conflict in the aftermath of the Townsville Peace Agreement. Over the course of five years of 

armed conflict and lawlessness, almost all of the actual combat was confined to the streets of Honiara and the 

loss of life was restricted to just 200 people thanks to the work of local monitors, some of whom lost their 

lives trying to save their country from war.xiv By building a network of peace monitors across the country, 

supporting them with infrastructure, and remaining engaged with both civilians and the belligerents 

throughout the crisis, local people and organisations were able to greatly reduce the impact of armed conflict 

in Solomon Islands and helped avert a much larger war. Prior to the arrival of RAMSI, efforts to reduce armed 

conflict at this level were supported internationally by just 49 unarmed observers who were present for just 

two of five turbulent years. RAMSI re-established security and the rule of law before helping to construct the 

contemporary state of Solomon Islands, but the peace upon which such progress has been made was forged 

by local people and organisations. 

 
xiv Sir Alfred Soaki, a retired police commissioner (he had been the first indigenous person to hold the 
position), was assassinated while working for the National Peace Council.  

“By building a network of peace 
monitors across the country, 
supporting them with 
infrastructure, and remaining 
engaged with both civilians and 
the belligerents, local people and 
organisations were able to greatly 
reduce the impact of armed 
conflict in Solomon Islands and 
helped avert a much larger war.” 
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8. PEACE COMMITTEES 

SUDAN (SOUTH KORDOFAN), 2011-PRESENT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

South Kordofan is an oil-rich province of contemporary Sudan located on the border with South Sudan. Its 

position and abundance of resources give South Kordofan important strategic value, particularly in the 

context of the long and bloody struggle to create South Sudan. For the million or so people living in the area, 

this has meant surviving against a backdrop of chronic armed conflict between a host of armed groups that 

has continued unabated for almost 40 years. Most recently, the majority of the fighting has taken place 

between armed and paramilitary forces of the Government of Sudan and troops of the Sudan People’s 

Liberation Movement-North (SPLM-N), an organisation composed of rebel forces left within Sudan’s borders 

after the original Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) achieved their objective of establishing South 

Sudan as a separate state. The 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement ended the war between the 

Government of Sudan and the SPLM, with its key provisions stipulating that a referendum on the question of 

independence for South Sudan would take place within five years and ‘popular consultations’ would be held 

with the people of South Kordofan and neighbouring Abyei.76 Independence was approved by the South 

Sudanese population in a delayed referendum held in January 2011, but the popular consultations were 

postponed indefinitely by the Sudanese administration. In the weeks prior to the establishment of an 

independent South Sudanese state, armed conflict erupted on both sides of the soon-to-be international 

border. In South Kordofan, armed groups formerly affiliated with the SPLM formed the SPLM-N and 

continued their insurgency (allegedly with support from the Government of South Sudan) against the regime 

in Khartoum along with a range of other armed groups.77 In 2017, the conflict became even more complex 

when the SPLM-N splintered into two groups which proceeded to fight each other as well as government 

forces.  

This bloody and highly militarised history makes everyday life extremely difficult in South Kordofan. In 

addition to the ongoing loss of life, widespread devastation, and the displacement of thousands of people 

from their homes, the decades of armed conflict have left a society awash with arms and munitions. In this 

context, traditional practices and methods of conflict management have been destroyed: the collapse of a 

longstanding agreement between farmers and pastoralists in the municipality of Habila, for example, is 

attributed to pastoralists being driven onto farmed land due to the loss of grazing pastures to armed 

conflict.78 Furthermore, intercommunal relations are regularly strained and relatively minor disputes, such as 

those between farmers and pastoralists, often rapidly escalate into armed conflict. One such dispute between 

two pastoralist groups left 150 people dead and sowed the seeds of much greater clashes in the future.79 With 

governance and the provision of basic services remaining a violently contested space in South Kordofan, it has 

• Despite the devastation caused by 

decades of war, local people and 

organisations reduced the level of 

violence and armed conflict in 

their lives by forming peace 

committees.  

• The committees mediate peaceful 

solutions to potentially violent 

disputes and have access to 

national networks and resources 

for situations that require a larger 

intervention.  
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largely been left up to local people and organisations to try and reduce armed conflict. As this case 

demonstrates, these efforts have achieved demonstrable success with minimal outside help and despite the 

highly unfavourable circumstances in which they have been made.  

The people of South Kordofan developed many ways to survive the harsh conditions imposed on them by 

ongoing armed conflicts. In the town of Dalanj, a group of women founded a charitable society funded by 

small subscriptions paid by members ‘to promote peace and reconciliation in the region’ by covering the 

logistical costs of community-level conflict resolution initiatives or contributing to the payment of diyyah to 

the families of those killed in conflict.80 In Kaduqli, the provincial capital of South Kordofan, a woman whose 

traditional role in her tribe was to sing to men before they went into battle adapted the role to instead sing for 

peace.xv During a violent dispute over water access, the woman was able to end the fighting before anyone 

was killed, before facilitating dialogue and ultimately resolving the conflict.81 In 2011, grassroots initiatives 

such as these began receiving support and coordination from Collaborative for Peace in Sudan (CPS), a 

Sudanese peacebuilding NGO with access to some modest funds provided by external donors. CPS 

professionals helped to identify such grassroots initiatives within local communities and mobilise them to 

create 11 Peace Committees across South Kordofan to ‘address short term and longer term drivers of conflict, 

as well as to conduct “rapid response” mediation activities when violence flared.’82 

The Peace Committees 

received some limited 

support from CPS and Peace 

Direct to carry out their larger 

interventions, but most of 

their activities relied ‘on a 

culture of voluntarism and 

community solidarity.’83 

Despite working in the 

context of an ongoing armed 

conflict without offices, 

vehicles, or the benefits of 

formally registering as a 

peacebuilding organisation, 

the Peace Committees 

established across South 

Kordofan have been able to demonstrably reduce violence and prevent conflict. In most cases, they operated 

within their communities to address disputes and promote a broader culture of peace. When a situation 

required professional attention, the Peace Committees were able to request assistance from CPS. In 2017, for 

example, the small rural town of El Tokmah was threatened by conflict between local farmers and migrating 

pastoralists driving their herds to new pastures. Relations between the farmers and herders were historically 

governed by a convention of sharing water and land; however, the secession of South Sudan limited access to 

certain pastures and ongoing armed conflict within South Kordofan prevented migration to other areas. 

Given that 10 people had been killed in outbreaks of violence resulting from similar disputes the previous year, 

local elders contacted the Peace Committee in nearby Delenj when a farmer was killed while guarding his 

land. With CPS support, the Peace Committee hosted a conference with representatives of both 

communities. The talks culminated with a peace agreement which restored the traditional conventions that 

had governed relations and stipulated that the livestock would be moved on. In addition, a joint committee 

was established to monitor implementation of the agreement, respond to any infractions, and issue fines to 

anyone breaking the rules or carrying weapons. With the immediate crisis resolved, the Committee identified 

 
xv The woman’s name is Huwaidah and her role of singing men into battle is known as a Hakamat. 

Figure 8. The Tukmat Peace Committee in South Kordofan. Photo: Peace Direct. 
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the key drivers of the conflict and successfully lobbied the government to invest in better water access in the 

area. Follow-up research discovered a dramatic decline in instances of violence between the communities 

following the conference.84 Dozens of interventions such as this have been carried out by Peace Committees 

across South Kordofan with the support of CPS since 2011.85 In 2016, their work was adapted to address 

conflicts arising from the arrival of refugees from the armed conflict in South Sudan, while the 2018-2019 

uprising against the old regime in Khartoum stimulated an expansion of the Peace Committee network and 

the recalibration of their activities to focus on issues of corruption and human rights abuses carried out during 

the upheaval.86   

The prospects for peace in South Kordofan appear 

greater than they have in decades thanks to the 

progress that has been made towards forging a 

lasting settlement with the new, post-revolution 

Government of Sudan and the host of armed 

groups operating in Darfur, South Kordofan, and 

Blue Nile State.87 Peace in both Sudan and South 

Sudan would provide the people of South Kordofan 

with the opportunity to rebuild their lives after 

decades of being caught between various armed 

groups. However, as this case demonstrates, even 

against the backdrop of resource scarcity and 

decades of war, local people and organisations 

were able to reduce violence in their communities and prevent disputes from escalating into armed conflict by 

organising peace committees and supporting their efforts. The results achieved by the Peace Committees 

came with little external assistance, with CPS providing the framework within which the Committees were 

established and funds for some of the larger interventions. Independent assessments of these local efforts in 

South Kordofan have since found that the peace committees were seen as ‘accountable, transparent, 

trustworthy and credible actors holding a high degree of social legitimacy’ and have recommended expanding 

the network of committees for wider reach and collaborating with development organisations to resolve 

resource disputes.88 

 

 

“even against the backdrop of 
resource scarcity and decades of 
war, local people and 
organisations were able to reduce 
violence in their communities and 
prevent disputes from escalating 
into armed conflict by organising 
peace committees and supporting 
their efforts.” 
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9. PEACE COMMUNITIES  

COLOMBIA, 1987-PRESENT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colombia has been subjected to armed conflict for decades, with violent struggles between the government, 

paramilitary groups, guerrilla forces, and drug cartels wreaking devastation across the country.16 Over the 

years, a host of national governments and foreign guerrilla movements have also become embroiled in the 

conflict, adding further complexity to a multifaceted war that eventually became one of the longest in 

contemporary history. The 2016 ceasefire and subsequent peace accord between the Government of 

Colombia and the main guerrilla group represents a major step towards building peace in across the country, 

but at the time of writing clashes between various armed groups continue to take place on Colombian 

territory.89 Over 220,000 people died in the conflict, roughly 80 percent of them civilians, and more than five 

million Colombian citizens were forced from their homes.90 The nature of the guerrilla struggle and the 

impunity with which both paramilitary and government security forces conducted their operations meant that 

civilians living in areas of conflict were not just caught in the crossfire, but were frequently robbed, abused, 

and executed for “collaborating” with one side or the other. As the conflict was predominantly fought 

between guerrillas based in some of the most remote and mountainous terrain in Colombia, the vast majority 

of the civilians affected by the conflict (and indeed many of the foot soldiers on all sides) were campesinos, 

tenant farmers or landless peasants who represent some of the poorest people in Colombian society. Faced 

with a pervasive and seemingly intractable conflict and in the absence of state authority or international 

assistance, the citizens of conflict-affected areas of Colombia were forced to develop a way to minimise the 

impact of the conflict on their lives. For them, the goal was not to resolve the conflict or even stop the 

fighting, but to stop the devastating impact that the war was having on the civilian population. With minimal 

resources or external assistance, local people and organisations created “Peace Communities” to offer some 

level of protection for themselves. The creation of the Communities was not a perfect solution; many of the 

pioneers who developed them became targets for assassination, while hundreds of civilians were killed 

despite belonging to a Peace Community. However, as this case demonstrates, the Peace Communities 

established in response to the war in Colombia managed to reduce the impact of the conflict on civilians 

despite the extremely adverse circumstances. 

 
16 Dozens of armed groups have become embroiled in the conflict in Colombia over the years, but the primary 
guerrilla force opposed to the Government of Colombia was the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
(Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, FARC).  

• During a decades-long war in 

which civilians bore the brunt of 

the violence, local farmers devised 

a way to provide some level of 

protection for those caught in the 

crossfire.  

• By building a peace community 

and documenting the atrocities 

committed against them, the 

farmers were able to reduce the 

impact of the conflict on the 

civilian population.  
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The first Peace Community was established by campesinos in the La India municipality of the Santander 

region of Colombia on 17 May 1987. Local people formed an organisation and issued a declaration stating that 

they repudiated ‘all forms of violence’ and would no longer offer ‘any kind of support to any form of 

violence.’91 The statement not only made clear their complete rejection of the conflict, but also implied that 

traditional campesino expressions of hospitality such as sharing food and water with travellers would no 

longer apply to people carrying weapons. In 1990, the leaders of the community were executed along with a 

journalist who was making a documentary about them. On 8 October 1994, a council of indigenous leaders in 

the Urabá region of Colombia declared all of the indigenous communities that they represented to be ‘neutral 

to the armed conflict.’92 This statement was echoed by similar messages from indigenous groups across 

Colombia, and within a few years a host of “neutral” or “humanitarian” communities had been established in 

response to the fighting. This series of public statements by civilian groups across Colombia created an 

environment in which people sought to find solutions to the violence themselves using whatever means they 

could. 

In 1996, the conflict returned to the town of San José de Apartadó. Twenty years previously, eight campesinos 

had been executed by the Colombian military as part of a campaign to drive the population from the area and 

thus deprive the guerrillas of resources. The coming of more soldiers to the area raised fears of further 

killings, compelling the majority of the town’s inhabitants to flee. In response, a committee of prominent local 

personalities including a Catholic Bishop began documenting events and highlighting infractions of 

humanitarian law. Seeking a means to provide the civilian population with some protection, the Bishop took 

inspiration from the indigenous leaders who had expressed their neutrality a few years earlier. After studying 

what the most effective form of neutrality for San José de Apartadó would be, the Bishop proposed a model 

based on the ‘hospital and safety zones’ described in Article 14 of the Geneva Convention in which civilians 

taking no part in hostilities could shelter as long as they performed no work of a military character. In 

February 1997, more campesinos in the area were killed, inspiring the formal establishment of the Peace 

Community of San José de Apartadó on 23 March 1997 by the small number of families who had chosen to 

stay. The Community issued a declaration stating that its members would not carry arms, store munitions, 

provide logistical support to combatants, or seek help from either side of the conflict to solve their problems. 

The document also explained that 

the Community would be clearly 

signed and demarcated.93 This 

message was distributed with the 

help of the Catholic Church and 

was reportedly accepted by 

guerrilla leaders; however, just 

four days later soldiers arrived in 

San José de Apartadó to order the 

population to leave or face the 

wrath of paramilitaries. So began 

a struggle for survival that 

continues to this day, with no 

more than a few hundred 

campesinos of the Peace 

Community clinging onto their 

land while armed conflict raged 

around them. 

Since its formation, the Peace Community has been led by an Internal Council that is selected via annual 

elections. One of the most potent forms of protection that the Community offers its members is simply 

documenting incursions and abuses and circulating them as widely as possible: ‘if an army battalion has 

Figure 9. Principles of the Peace Community of San José de Apartadó. Photo: Gwen 

Burmyeat. 
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camped on their land, if paramilitary groups have tried to threaten or bribe a Community member into 

making a false accusation, or if a member has been kidnapped or their home invaded’ then the Internal 

Council issues public statements on the infraction.94 With such cases documented and published as widely as 

possible, the Internal Council would lead the whole community to confront their abusers and request the 

release of a member or issue a formal complaint. In 2013, neighbouring communities faced a huge incursion of 

paramilitary forces which drove people from their homes and led to the “disappearance” of many as they 

were either killed or forcefully recruited. In response, the Peace Community of San José de Apartadó 

organised a “pilgrimage” of Community members and outside allies such as journalists, lawyers, and 

international accompaniers to venture into the lands and investigate the situation. While this action failed to 

locate and directly confront the paramilitaries, activity in the area subsequently declined.95 In addition to 

these campaigns, the Community has also established Humanitarian Zones for anyone in need to ‘take refuge 

from the regular and fierce battles that rage between the armed groups around their villages.’96 These Zones 

often amounted to little more than schools and health centres (often scarred by combat) that were the only 

concrete buildings in the villages and hamlets surrounding San José de Apartadó, but by raising awareness of 

their existence, conducting periodic observations, and documenting infractions, the Peace Community was 

able to provide an extra layer of protection in addition to the crumbling concrete walls. This system is 

described as ‘a sort of umbrella of visibilisation.’97 

In 2000, the Peace Community began working with 

various agencies of the Government of Colombia to 

begin investigating some of the human rights abuses 

that had been documented by members. Progress was 

slow, however, with the range of investigations and 

commissions that were established ultimately providing 

little in the way of answers or prosecutions.17 By 2004, 

the plight of civilians across the conflict-affected areas 

of Colombia had gained the attention of the country’s 

Vice-President, who proceeded to hold a meeting with 

the leaders of the Peace Community in January 2005. 

The following month, those leaders were executed by a 

mixed force of army and paramilitary personnel along with their families and children.98 After the massacre, 

the army poisoned the nearby river, making the hamlet of Mulatos uninhabitable. This event, although 

shocking in its brutality, marks the last act of its kind that has been perpetrated against the Peace Community 

of San José de Apartadó. The struggle to protect civilians during the war in Colombia was costly: over 200 

Community members have been killed since 1997, including the Bishop who helped establish community and 

many of its leaders, leaving just 600 people in San José de Apartadó at the time of writing. However, by 

rejecting the armed conflict in its entirety, committing to peace, and documenting the abuses that were being 

committed against civilians, the Peace Community was able to reduce and eventually stop the violence being 

committed against civilians in the local area. The effort was almost entirely locally sourced, with the 

accompaniment work of Peace Brigades International representing the only significant external contribution 

to the qualified success that is the Peace Community of San José de Apartadó.99  By rejecting the war and 

coming together as a community, local people and organisations in Colombia were able to provide 

themselves with a degree of protection against the ongoing armed conflict that surrounded them. 

 
17 Just two cases (of hundreds) brought forward by the Peace Community made it to court.  

“By rejecting the war and 
coming together as a 
community, local people and 
organisations in Colombia were 
able to provide themselves 
with a degree of protection 
against the ongoing armed 
conflict that surrounded them.” 
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10. DATA, TECHNOLOGY AND REGIONAL COLLABORATION 

THE HORN OF AFRICA, 2002-PRESENT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The practice of raiding and cattle rustling has been a feature of pastoralist life in the Horn of Africa for 

centuries. Senior officials at the Conflict Early Warning and Response Mechanism (CEWARN) argue that ‘by 

treating cattle rustling as a pastoralist tradition, we give the practice a more acceptable connotation when it is 

actually criminality.’100 This activity took on a different dimension during the 1980s, after the collapse of the 

Idi Amin regime in Uganda led to the proliferation of small arms seized from the vast armouries of the 

Ugandan military across the Horn of Africa. The spread of military hardware not only facilitated armed 

conflicts across the region for the following decade, but also made advanced weaponry a readily available 

commodity to the civilian population. The collapse of the Siad Barre regime in Somalia and pervasive conflicts 

in Sudan brought even more weapons into circulation.101 The ongoing armed conflicts across the region 

impeded access to grazing pastures and water sources and wrought unprecedented environmental 

destruction on a landscape already prone to drought. Faced with the choice of losing their herds (and with 

them, their livelihoods and way of life), pastoralist groups from across the region resorted to increasingly 

violent raids and confrontations to secure access to resources. In some cases, these conflicts were with other 

pastoralists, but in many cases, they involved local farmers, the rangers of wildlife parks (sometimes 

supported by the military), or armed rebel groups. With the spread of firearms, ‘armed conflicts not only 

escalated, but also become more brutal and indiscriminate’ to the point that they came to include ‘direct 

military engagement with the army and other state security agencies.’102 With many conflicts connected to 

pastoralists also taking place across international borders as herds migrated around the region, the kind of 

conflicts hitherto viewed as “low-intensity” began to manifest a serious threat to peace, economic 

development, and regional cooperation. By the late 1990s, the confluence of civil unrest, ongoing intrastate 

conflicts, and armed pastoralist herders demanded a more coordinated and sustained approach to reduce 

armed conflict across the region.103 

After talks were held at a series of intergovernmental summits on the subject beginning in 1996, state leaders 

across the Horn of Africa chose to establish CEWARN through the framework of the Intergovernmental 

Authority on Development (IGAD) in 2002.18 Designed as a comprehensive early-warning system, ‘CEWARN is 

an information-driven, knowledge-based project predicated on state coordination and community 

participation.’104 Although CEWARN is administered by IGAD and includes national secretariats in each 

 
18 IGAD was established in 1996 by Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Sudan, and Uganda. Eritrea 
withdrew in 2007 but was readmitted in 2011. South Sudan joined in 2011.  

• By collecting the data upon which 

the Conflict Early Warning and 

Response Mechanism (CEWARN)  

relies and being the first ones at 

the scene of a conflict prevention 

or resolution initiative, local 

people and organisations play an 

integral role in the successful 

collaborative effort to reduce 

violence and armed conflict across 

the Horn of Africa. 
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member state, the Mechanism relies entirely on local people and organisations to succeed in its task. As this 

case demonstrates, this level of collaboration and coordination between local communities, national 

institutions, and intergovernmental organisations has met with considerable success in achieving the goal 

shared by all CEWARN stakeholders: ‘to contribute to building an IGAD region in which conflicts are resolved 

peacefully and justly and whose peoples live in shared prosperity.’105 

CEWARN operates at many 

levels, but its two most 

important activities are 

carried out at the local level 

by local people and 

organisations. Field 

monitors recruited from 

local communities serve as 

the key source of data 

collection for the entire 

Mechanism. Over time their 

input has developed to the 

point that, at the time of 

writing, CEWARN Field 

Monitors across the Horn of 

Africa conduct regular 

assessments of the situation 

in their area based on 54 

indicators. These indicators 

combine with additional observations and personal comments to compose a weekly report which is delivered 

to CEWARN via SMS.106 This data is fed into the CEWARN Reporter, a custom software tool designed by a 

Harvard-based data scientist, to provide insights and analysis.107 These assessments are then combined with 

input from national research institutions, civil society organisations, NGOs, and the security agencies of 

member states to provide the information upon which policies and recommendations are made. Should an 

intervention be deemed necessary by a national CEWARN unit or the regional secretariat, local peacemaking 

committees are mobilised to prevent the situation from escalating into armed conflict. These local 

committees incorporate existing structures and organisations but adhere to an inclusive model incorporating 

all stakeholders that was developed by communities, civil society organisations, and government officials in 

Wajir, north-eastern Kenya, during the 1990s. In this period, the “Wajir model” was employed to resolve a 

spectrum of threats to peace, including clan conflicts, instability resulting from population displacement, and 

tensions between pastoralists by ensuring all stakeholders in society were represented in dialogue and peace 

processes.108 As CEWARN has expanded its operations, this model has been extended across the region to 

great effect. From 2002-2012, CEWARN operations covered three cross-border areas: the Karamoja Cluster 

comprising the shared border zones of Ethiopia, Kenya, South Sudan, and Uganda; the Somali Cluster 

encompassing the area where the Ethiopian, Kenyan, and Somalian borders meet; and the Dikhil Cluster 

covering the Djibouti-Ethiopia border.109 Since CEWARN’s 2012 Strategic Review, it has been tasked with 

tackling a much broader range of conflicts across the entire region. CEWARN has developed a significant 

cohort of trained field monitors and recently added Geographic Information System Mapping to its technical 

capabilities, highlighting the potential for it to become an even more effective system.110 This growth in 

capacity is matched with ambition, with CEWARN now investigating the possibility of extending its network 

into the border region between Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo in addition to its extensive 

coverage across the Horn of Africa.111 

Figure 10. CEWARN Country Analysts and Field Monitors convene a learning workshop on 

Conflict Early Warning information collection and analysis systems. Photo: IGAD-CEWARN. 
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 In its two decades of existence, CEWARN has had a significant impact on reducing armed conflict. Well 

documented cases of conflicts that have been averted or resolved thanks to CEWARN can be drawn from the 

Rift Valley in Kenya, the Ethiopia-Kenya border, South Sudan, and across multiple regions of northern 

Uganda. However, as the architects of CEWARN note: ‘It is difficult to measure the success of conflict early 

warning and preventive interventions in most situations. This is why we need to reconsider how to 

communicate to the public the efficacy of an early warning system where the proof of success is invisible and 

conjectural.’112 Thus, while a growing number of examples illustrate the success of CEWARN in reducing 

armed conflict, it should be considered that the construction of a functioning regional framework for stopping 

war in the Horn of Africa that is supported by local communities and national governments itself represents a 

meaningful success. By providing the data upon which CEWARN is built and serving on local committees for 

the prevention or early resolution of incipient armed conflicts, local people and organisations are maximising 

the impact of their efforts by effectively collaborating with national and regional authorities to reduce 

violence in their lives.  

Unlike the other cases in this report, the work of 

CEWARN has been facilitated by extensive donor 

assistance. The initial seed money for the project came 

from the German Development Agency (Deutsche 

Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, GIZ) 

and USAID, while additional funding has been provided 

by the governments of Austria, Belgium, Demark, Italy, 

Sweden, and the UK. CEWARN is also an agency of 

IGAD, an intergovernmental organisation, and operates 

alongside national governments and security agencies, 

making it anything but locally led. However, despite 

this extensive high-level input, CEWARN would be 

rendered completely ineffective were it not for the 

input of local people and organisations. By coordinating the efforts of local people and organisations with 

national and regional initiatives to create a genuinely collaborative endeavour, CEWARN represents an 

unprecedented and promising means of reducing armed conflict. This case shows that empowering local 

people and organisations to build the peace they desire alongside national governments and regional 

organisations reduces armed conflict and can ultimately contribute to stopping war, even in a region as 

unstable as the Horn of Africa. 

 

  

“By coordinating the efforts of 
local people and organisations 
with national and regional 
initiatives to create a genuinely 
collaborative endeavour, 
CEWARN represents an 
unprecedented and promising 
means of reducing armed 
conflict.” 
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CONCLUSION 

Local people and organisations can stop war. The political parties of Nepal put aside their differences and 

formed a united front to demand an end to the war and the restoration of democracy in their country. In 

Tunisia, Kenya, Nigeria, and Kyrgyzstan, ad hoc groups of private citizens and civil society organisations 

recognised the danger of armed conflict erupting from disputed transfers of political power and acted quickly 

and effectively to prevent war. In Somaliland, traditional clan leaders and diaspora communities employed a 

series of peace conferences rooted in local peacemaking customs to end armed conflicts and build the one of 

the most peaceful areas of the Horn of Africa. The Government of Solomon Islands was powerless to stop 

fighting between rival paramilitary groups for five years; however, during this period, local people were able 

to contain the conflict and prevent it from spreading by monitoring ceasefires, facilitating dialogue, and 

carrying out disarmament programmes with minimal outside help. Against a backdrop of decades of ongoing 

wars, local people in the Sudanese province of South Kordofan reduced the level of armed conflict in their 

communities by forming Peace Committees to resolve disputes before they became violent and warn of 

situations that required intervention from larger organisations or, in some cases, government agencies. In 

Colombia, local people were powerless to end the fighting that plagued their land for half a century. By 

establishing themselves as a Peace Community, declaring themselves neutral, refusing to assist any 

belligerents, documenting atrocities, offering shelter to other civilians, and raising awareness of their plight to 

the rest of the world, they were able to minimise the impact of the war and ultimately contribute to the 

decline of armed conflict in the area.  

I had hoped to include an “in their own words” sections with each case, written by those who had played key 

roles in stopping war in their communities or countries. Unfortunately, many of the relevant individuals were 

killed for their efforts to stop war, while others have since died more peacefully. In some cases, political 

developments in their country have left those who contributed to the initiatives documented in this report too 

fearful of potential repercussions to engage with external research on the topic or contribute to a document 

such as this. As a result, I have left the report as it is and would recommend that any further research on these 

cases is carried out with due care and consideration. These observations should also underscore just how 

dangerous it can be for local people and organisations to attempt to stop war. Although I hope that this report 

one day provides some level of inspiration to people affected by armed conflict, I must highlight that the 

approaches used in many of the cases came at great cost and represent the last resort of desperate 

communities faced with wars that national and international mechanisms for preventing such conflicts were 

unable or unwilling to stop.  

A considerable body of scholarship demonstrates the importance of local ownership and leadership in 

ensuring successful peace processes and post-conflict transitions. This report shows that in addition, local 

people and organisations can employ a broad range of approaches to prevent, contain, or end wars with 

minimal external assistance. In an era in which traditional UN peacekeeping missions are evolving into a more 

flexible spectrum of peace operations that will be tailored to create bespoke, specialised interventions for 

each armed conflict, there has never been a better time to consider the potential for incorporating local 

capabilities such as those illustrated in this report into broad, multifaceted, and collaborative peace 

operations. Put simply, what kind of peacekeeping mission (or indeed any initiative to reduce armed conflict) 

would not benefit from the level of expertise, leadership, and professionalism illustrated in this report? The 

case of CEWARN in the Horn of Africa serves as a potential prototype for how the efforts of local people and 

organisations to stop war can be effectively incorporated into a collaborative framework encompassing 

national institutions and regional organisations. In framework of CEWARN, local people are the eyes and ears 

of the operation, while community-level peace communities serve as first responders to disputes and crises 

that pose a risk of armed conflict. Should the initial locally led effort to defuse the situation fail, the relevant 

security agencies (from local police all the way up to armed international peacekeepers) take over, combining 

the intelligence gathered on the ground with whatever diplomatic or coercive force is required to prevent any 
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further escalation. This provides the local responders with a degree of protection while ensuring that the 

deployment of armed personnel is only used when absolutely required, minimising the risk of confrontation 

and leaving security agencies less overstretched. CEWARN remains in its infancy and is still largely focused on 

reducing relatively low-level (in the context of the region) conflicts involving migratory pastoralists or 

displaced persons rather larger conflations such as the ongoing political violence in Somalia, for example. 

However, despite such limitations, it provides a tried and tested model of how the efforts of local people and 

organisations to stop war can be made more effective (and perhaps less deadly) by coordinating with each 

other and collaborating with the relevant national institutions and regional organisations to achieve the 

shared goal of stopping war.  
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