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Strategy Meeting on Strengthening Cooperation between Governments, Foundations and Civil Society in Conflict Prevention and Peacebuilding

12 – 13 October 2006, The Hague

Report from Chair

Strengthening Cooperation for Peace

On October 12 – 13, 2006, in The Hague, Netherlands, 50 participants from 30 countries, made up of representatives of civil society organizations worldwide, governments and foundations, met for a strategy meeting on strengthening cooperation between governments, foundations and civil society in conflict prevention and peacebuilding. The meeting was organised by the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict (GPPAC), and chaired by Kai Brand-Jacobsen, Director, PATRIR Romanian Peace Institute. 

Making the Shift to Prevention and Peacebuilding
Participants called upon country governments, civil society and the UN system to work together to shift policy thinking and ‘tool-boxes’ away from violent responses to conflict and towards investment in and support for peacebuilding and the effective prevention of armed conflict through the creation and strengthening of infrastructures and coalitions for peace.  Peacebuilding and conflict transformation can be effective, it was recognized, when joined with the commitment and resources required. Participants from governments and civil society underscored the need for greater research, collaboration, peace education, training, and strengthening practical cooperation and public awareness raising on peace and conflict resolution. In this, the important and complementary roles of both government and civil society were recognized. The vision of a shared relationship and future beyond violence and the leadership and moral imagination for peace – built upon human security and the fundamental affirmation and respect for human rights, and transcending the politics of fear, war and terror – are vital to make the transition towards finding effective ways of dealing with conflicts.

A  Clear and Present Need – The Impact of Armed Conflict

Current responses and methods built upon armed violence and militarized responses to conflict are not enough. Indeed, participants recognized that many of our current methods for dealing with conflicts are part of the logic and cycles that contribute to war and violence. There have been 125 armed wars since 1990, with a combined death toll of at least 7 million people, 75% of whom are estimated to be civilians. Of the 34 poor countries farthest from reaching the MDGs, 22 are in or emerging from violent conflict. The links between development, peace, conflict and human rights, the need to invest substantively in conflict prevention and peacebuilding, and the importance of long-term commitment and developing our capacity to deal with conflicts effectively across governments and society are increasingly recognized and understood both within countries and internationally. There can be no real peace without development, and no development without peace, and to build peace, we must be willing to prepare, invest in and do the practical work that will make peace possible. To realize the MDGs – and the goals of freedom from want, freedom from fear, and freedom to live in dignity – governments, civil society, and the UN must actively engage to generate the commitment, resources, and action required for effective conflict prevention and peacebuilding. 

Civil Society as a key actor in partnership with Governments and the UN

The range and scale of civil society experiences and capacity for peacebuilding made visible through the meeting was impressive. Part of civil society’s added value was recognized in its ability to respond flexibly and effectively, to reach where governments cannot, to speak to parties governments may not be able to reach, to mobilize, train and engage people for peace, and to advocate for effective peacebuilding measures to ensure the needs and dignity of all actors in a conflict. Yet challenges were also evident. The need to do more was strongly felt: to strengthen resources, to enhance cooperation, to improve capacities and commitment, and also to reach out to those in government and civil society who do not support peacebuilding and conflict transformation measures, and to find ways of engaging them. Participants recognized and agreed that peacebuilding works best when all three actors – government, civil society, and the UN – cooperate together, while working continuously to broaden constituencies for peace and create the political and social vision and commitment that requires.

Making Partnerships Effective
Inspiringly, numerous examples of how this is being done and steps to support governments and civil society actors in working effectively together were shared, including those of the AMANI Forum (The Great Lakes Parliamentary Forum on Peace), WANEP (West Africa Network for Peacebuilding) in Western Africa, in particular the cooperation with ECOWAS, and the European Peacebuilding Liaison Office (EPLO) and civil society-government cooperation on policy development in Europe. Participants called upon governments and civil society to be willing to engage with one another, to learn from each other and to recognize the importance of the contributions each can make. Governments and civil society should work together with the UN, within countries and regionally, to put into place mechanisms and concrete forums for exchanging, dialogue, learning and practical cooperation for conflict prevention, early warning, early response, and peacebuilding. Furthermore, civil society should continue building links with other constituencies, such as regional organisations, parliamentarians for peace and together with like-minded governments, aim for a comprehensive Action Plan on Conflict Prevention, Peacebuilding and Human Security. This Action Plan should be adopted by all stakeholders, including the UN, to build in such a way towards sustainable infrastructures for peace. 

Building Coalitions and Infrastructure for Peace 

To move from words and agreement to implementation participants spoke of the need to put in place effective infrastructure for peacebuilding at the local, country, regional and global levels, and to build coalitions for peace amongst all key actors.  Examples given of infrastructure for peace included the Office of the Presidential Advisor for the Peace Process in the Philippines, campaigns for ministries and departments of peace, the creation of standing, trained civil peace services, early warning systems, joint government-civil society peacebuilding initiatives, government departments, offices and commissioners for peace and in support of peace processes, GPPAC itself, and the UN Peacebuilding Commission and Peace Support Office.  

The UN Peacebuilding Commission and its Support Office 

The UN Peacebuilding Commission (PBC) and its Support Office (PBSO) were seen as important institutions for bringing about the shift from reaction and responses which escalate and worsen violence towards prevention and effective peacebuilding and conflict transformation. Governments and civil society need to work to help make these institutions effective – including through commitment of resources and funding. At the country and regional level, mechanisms for civil society to engage with the PBC and the PBSO are being developed to making this cooperation effective. An example of this cooperation was the inclusion of civil society representatives during the first country specific meetings of the PBC. The representatives were elected through civil society consultations, which GPPAC regional and national partners organized. Through lobby efforts at the international level, the inclusions of these national voices in the official meetings were ensured. 

Making Peacebuilding and the Prevention of Armed Conflict a Reality

Working to promote acceptance of the ideas and understanding of the prevention of armed conflict and advocating for the practical effectiveness of tools and methods for peacebuilding is part of the challenge facing all actors working for the promotion of peace. Civil society, government and UN should jointly mobilize for early response actions to prevent violence, and to effective coordination for peacebuilding and post-war recovery during and after violence. Policies and effective structures for conflict prevention at the local, country, regional and global levels should be supported, together with building national and regional capacity for effective prevention.  To achieve this, peace and conflict resolution education, both formal and non-formal, within schools and in communities, and awareness raising, are essential. Legislation and capacity-building, including teacher training and school book and curriculum development to support peace education should be seen as priorities for educational reform. Increased research on lessons learned and best practices, collecting examples of what has and is being done, how to do it, how we can learn from each other, and success stories of effective resolution of conflicts is vital to bring about a shift in awareness, understanding, and policy. To support this, civil society, governments and the UN should work together to develop effective systems and indicators for early warning, as well as indicators and means of assessing and making visible the successes of peacework and the prevention of violence.  All three sectors should take the opportunities made available to cooperate on the development of effective policies and the strengthening of our toolboxes for peace. Civilian crisis response and peacebuilding should be seen as vital policy tools by governments and given effective support, including funding, resources, and political vision and leadership. International policy frameworks like the informal, intergovernmental Group of Friends on Conflict Prevention (which is composed of about 40 Permanent Missions to the UN in New York) should be strengthened and enhanced. Furthermore, another suggestion to enhance donor coordination and harmonization of frameworks is suggested by the World Bank in its recent report on civil society and peacebuilding. They suggest that interested donor organisations establish a joint platform for ongoing discussion and sharing of experience on the issue of civil society and peacebuilding, e.g. as an informal working group of the OECD DAC Conflict, Peace and Development Cooperation network. Such a group could become the right forum for discussion with various actors, including practitioners, regional networks, UN and GPPAC. 

Several governments responded positively to the idea to further look for ways of cooperation with GPPAC in the future on matters of joint interest, such as further research, jointly-organized seminars or other activities that will enhance the shift towards conflict prevention and human security. 
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