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1 Introduction
Conciliation Resources (CR), an international organization
focusing on providing support for peacebuilding around the
globe, recently commissioned an assessment of the UK’s conflict
policies. CR has concluded that there are conceptual, policy,
institutional and practice gaps in the UK’s responses to violent
conflict. Informed by experience working in the field, CR is
convinced that the UK can better address key global challenges
by directing more of its diplomatic, political and economic
resources to the resolution and prevention of conflict through
increasing and improving support for peace processes leading to
better peace agreements. 

There are currently more than 70 situations of actual or
potential armed conflict worldwidei. While the number has fallen
since the 1990s, there is little room for complacency. Factors
such as environmental degradation caused by climate change
are likely to increase pressures that could give rise to more
conflict in the future. Globalization means that actions in one
part of the world can fuel conflict elsewhere; just as conflict in
one part of the world can have consequences far away from its
origins. For these reasons and more, the urgent need to respond
effectively and constructively to armed conflict remains one of
the great global challenges of our time. The UK, as a leading
member of the international community can do much to
improve the quality of support to peace processes through its
overall foreign policy tools.    

What we mean by ‘peace process’ 
and other terms
A peace process encompasses all the initiatives intended to
reach a negotiated agreement to ending an armed conflict. In
addition to formal negotiations, peace processes include other
efforts with belligerents and non-combatants to reduce ani-
mosities, increase understanding and improve relationships.
Peacebuilding is the gerund of ‘to build peace’ (ie those multiple
activities aimed at addressing the structural causes of conflict
and reconciling relationships affected by conflict). Peace
processes can create a framework conducive for longer-term
peacebuilding, and are – in turn – underpinned by peace-
building processes throughout the conflict.

2 Improving the UK's conflict policies
The UK is already involved in numerous peace processes around
the world in a variety of ways, however it has yet to develop a

strategic and coherent approach for consistently supporting
best practice in peacemaking as a part of an overall conflict
response. The UK has played a leading role in building capacities
for international intervention and civil-military cooperation
towards ‘stabilization’, but it has paid far less attention to how it
can support processes leading to effective peace agreements –
or to preventing the descent into violence through better 
preventive diplomacy. Instead, peacemaking generally falls into a
gap in the government’s conflict response:

• Conceptual gap - there is little conceptual clarity guiding the
government’s approach to resolving conflicts through political
negotiations and other processes of social and political
dialogue and insufficient attention to ways of supporting the
primary protagonists (the belligerents as well as others in the
conflict-affected society) to develop political solutions to
their differences.

• Policy gap – peace processes have been sidelined in the 
government’s conflict policies, with the notable exception of
DFID’s new Preventing violent conflict policy, and are subject
to competing policy goals that undermine the requirements of
a good process.

• Institutional gap – inconsistency of cross-Whitehall 
mechanisms to develop and deliver support for effective
peace processes.

• Practice gap – uneven resources, skills and specialized 
capacities to best support an inclusive, comprehensive and
sustainable process.

Yet there is an opportunity for the government to bridge these
gaps. The Building on Progress: Britain in the World policy review
identifies the need to take a strategic approach throughout the
spectrum from conflict prevention to nation-building. DFID’s
conflict policy sets out a solid framework for understanding
conflict and peace processes, and recognizes the primacy of
local actors in resolving their own conflicts. 

3 What makes for better peace processes?
Peace processes are potentially much more than simply finding a
way to silence the guns – as difficult as this challenge can be. If
negotiations are conceived only as a means to reach a quick set-
tlement on ending a war, too often the results are a recycling of
power within the same basic structures. Done well, however,
peace processes offer opportunities for developing a more
peaceful future by addressing the underlying issues generating
conflict, developing new rules of the game, and forging a new
basis for the political and social relationships of those involved in
the conflict. As such, peacemaking can be a political process
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leading to profound social change, better governance and more
responsive state structures. 

The necessity of negotiation
Sustainable peace cannot be achieved through the exercise of
force alone. It is extremely difficult to impose peace on those
who remain committed to achieving their objectives through
violence or those who feel excluded from peace processes. As
the Iraq war demonstrates, those willing to achieve their goals
‘by any means necessary’ can sustain a military campaign against
even the most powerful armed forces in the world.
Consequently, decisive military defeat has become increasingly
rare as the means of settling conflict. 

For the first time in history, since the 1990s more wars have
ended through negotiated agreement than through military
victory.ii Yet many of those agreements failed and the belliger-
ents returned to war within five years. The reasons for conflict
recurrence are complex and varied, however there is clearly a
need for better processes leading to stronger agreements that
are strategically designed, skilfully implemented, and well
supported. Much more needs to be done to ensure that future
peace processes become the bridge from profound animosity to
sustainable peace.

Local ownership and the limits of UK influence
For the UK to become better at supporting conflict resolution, it
needs to recognize that primary responsibility rests with the
belligerent parties and those affected by the conflict. It
therefore needs to support their capacities to negotiate agree-
ments, settle their differences, address the underlying causes,
and repair relationships damaged by years of hostility. The gov-
ernment needs to recognize that while it cannot ‘fix’ these situ-
ations through the projection of UK power, it can better support
and empower those in conflict to bring peace to their own
societies – and even to prevent the disputes from escalating
into violence in the first place. Promoting local ownership is
complex and difficult; it has proven challenging in cases where
genuine commitment to it does exist.   

Multilateralism and opportunities for UK leadership
While the UK may not be a leading player in each peace process,
it can contribute to ensuring that international strategies and
mandates are effective in underpinning peace processes. The UK
can also work to confront dilemmas, such as barriers to
engaging appropriately with non-state armed groups. It can also
help to ensure that the longer-term requirements of good peace
processes are not overridden by more short-term objectives,
including the need to be seen to be ‘doing something’ in
response to crises. The UK should not seek to become the
world’s mediator, but there are opportunities for it to play a sig-
nificant role in developing multilateral strategies to underpin
peace processes. 

Most armed conflicts attract at least some level of international
attention from governments and humanitarian agencies. Yet
their responses are often uncoordinated and sometimes

counter-productive, with different governments and agencies
working either at cross-purposes or pursuing strategies that
undermine the peace process. There is a clear need for the inter-
national community to better coordinate its response to
conflict.

Too often, international action is determined through diplomatic
negotiations that result in a lowest common denominator
approach rather than in promoting the highest common
purpose: a more peaceful and equitable resolution of conflict. It
therefore requires strong leadership to shape a far-sighted and
skilful international response.

The breadth of the UK’s engagement on the international stage
gives it great potential to encourage the development of better
practice and to help craft international strategies to support
more effective peace processes:  

• It has key positions in the UN, European Union,
Commonwealth, OSCE, NATO, and the OECD and IFIs, and can
push towards coherent multilateral support for peacemaking. 

• This is complemented by the UK’s extensive bi-lateral relation-
ships, including as a donor and trade partner and the potential
to help incentivize a peace process. 

• The UK’s reach gives it the ability to make strategic contribu-
tions through more informal but often effective ‘group of
friends’ networks of countries responding to specific conflict
situations. 

Comprehensive, inclusive and participatory processes
Good peace processes require a comprehensive process. A com-
prehensive negotiation agenda should address the root causes
and underlying needs of the various stakeholder groups in the
wider conflict system, in addition to the actual belligerent
parties. A comprehensive process also often requires a negotia-
tion structure capable of addressing a number of inter-
connected conflicts within the state or in a sub-region (or at
least having a strong interface with other processes aimed at
resolving them).

Comprehensiveness is best achieved through inclusiveness. This
can mean moving beyond the bi-polar logic of classic mediation
efforts to develop and support multi-stakeholder – and possibly
multi-level – processes involving representatives of multiple
political and social groupings. This does not necessarily mean
that everyone needs to sit together at the same table at the
same time; however there should be mechanisms to involve the
many constituent groups in a society in developing agreements
that will shape how they live together.

Inclusiveness can extend beyond the decision-making elites to
provide mechanisms for public participation in peacemaking.
Depending on the social context, this can be achieved through a
range of consultative processes, as well as through participation
of elected representatives in talks and through dialogue at local
levels. Participatory processes can build wide consensus on the
content of the agreements reached and generate understanding
of the reasons why the agreement is the best possible means 
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of addressing the conflict. The parties need to feel that the
agreement is ‘theirs’ and that they are responsible for its 
implementation. 

4 Intervention is not enough
The UK has increasingly emphasized the need for the interna-
tional community to become better at international peace
support operations and has invested heavily in strengthening 
its own military and civilian capacities for intervention and 
stabilization. 

Conflicts are unlikely to end unless those involved agree on ways
to settle their differences and to live together peacefully.
Outsiders can help them to engage in processes to resolve
grievances, contribute resources to help deliver solutions and
help provide sufficient security so as to cool hostilities and
protect the vulnerable. Yet outsiders cannot substitute for the
parties resolving their conflicts themselves. As peacemaking in
Darfur revealed, efforts to impose an agreement can backfire
because the parties feel little commitment or responsibility for
implementing the agreement. Attempts to impose security in
the absence of a peace process leading towards a durable reso-
lution tend often to fail outright. Alternatively they freeze the
fighting while leaving the conflict intact and the society highly
dependent on outsiders to maintain stability, as seen in Cyprus
and Kosovo. 

Too often external actors are so eager to reach agreement to
end the fighting that they encourage compromises that create
serious difficulties in the medium to long-term. Sometimes this
pressure to reach a quick agreement comes from foreign gov-
ernments keen to appear responsive to public concern for the
humanitarian crisis and to move the story off the headlines. 

Ultimately there is no substitute for peace processes when it
comes to developing sustainable peace. Yet far more attention
and resources go towards improving intervention than to devel-
oping state of the art peacemaking. A better understanding of
the requirements of effective peace processes is needed to
underpin coherent strategies and good practice.

Learning from experience in Northern Ireland
The UK can learn a great deal from its own experience in the long
quest to resolve the conflict over Northern Ireland. Complex
processes have aimed not only to settle the political disputes but
also to support transformation of inter-communal hostilities.
Ultimately it has been a shared responsibility between the
parties and the peoples of Northern Ireland – as well as the
British and Irish governments – to make the necessary changes
and compromises to bring about peace. It required courage to
engage with those who had been ‘the enemy’. They were aided
by a host of external mediators, monitors, facilitators, trainers,
analysts, and donors. These external actors offered assistance
and tried to ensure that their efforts complemented the needs
of the overall peace process. While setbacks have been encoun-
tered and challenges remain, enormous progress has been made
through the painstaking efforts of many over several decades.

5 Achieving the UK’s security 
and development goals
Improved support for peace processes will help the UK to
achieve its broader security and development policy goals. 

First, conflict resolution can help to generally promote global
security by addressing the specific grievances that fuel insta-
bility in specific conflicts and, in the eyes of some, make terrorist
actions seem justifiable as the only available means of redressing
injustices. Furthermore, if the UK becomes more strongly
perceived as a peacemaker, it may help to counterbalance the
effects of an interventionist foreign policy in increasing hostility
towards the UK and radicalizing some within the country. 

Second, promoting peace through peaceful means can offer
‘value-for-money’ relative to many other response options. The
costs of supporting preventive diplomacy and peacemaking are
a fraction of those involving military intervention – although the
former does not necessarily exclude the latter. 

Third, resolving protracted conflict in some of the world’s
poorest countries is essential for poverty elimination and for
achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which
are core government commitments and are essential for long-
term development and security. 

Fourth, resolving conflicts peacefully is one of the most
important tasks of the international system. The UK, as a key
member state, can do much to strengthen multilateral responses
by strengthening its own capacities, as well as building the
capacities of the relevant international organizations.
Sustainable conflict resolution is necessary both for the
wellbeing of conflict-affected societies and, in this highly inter-
dependent age, for the long-term development of a more
peaceful and secure world.

i  International Crisis Group, Crisis Watch. Available online: http://www.
crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=1200&l=1 

ii  Human Security Centre. 2006. Human Security Brief. University of
British Columbia. Available online: http://www.humansecuritybrief.info

iii  Opening speech, CR's 10 year anniversary event 'Peacebuilding works: 
A British foreign policy priority', 2 November 2006
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“Participating in peace processes,
engaging directly with political leaders,
and building international coalitions of
support are all central parts of our
business”
Dr Kim Howells, Minister 
Foreign and Commonwealth Officeiii



6 Recommendations
1. The UK should develop a coherent concept of effective peace
processes and preventive diplomacy to guide UK policy, strategy
and practice in its multilateral and bilateral engagement towards
conflict:

• Conduct a study of recent practice within HMG of supporting
peace processes and preventive diplomacy (including both
successes and failures) to identify key learning points to feed
into future staff training

• Build on DFID’s Preventing violent conflict policy and develop
a strategic approach to supporting peace processes as an
explicit part of the UK’s overall response to conflict

• Honour commitments to apply the DFID’s Country Conflict
Assessment tool and develop the second stage institutional
tools and skills to connect analysis with response strategies

• Develop staff training to deepen understanding of what
makes for effective peace processes and preventive
diplomacy. These efforts should seek to institutionalize 
comparative learning and the ongoing development of good
practice.

2. The UK should provide leadership through multilateral 
organizations for strong support for conflict resolution through
preventive diplomacy and peace processes: 

• Address practical and policy challenges that can impede 
preventive diplomacy and peacemaking, such as barriers to
engagement with non-state armed groups (including pro-
scription policies)

• Make more effective use of the multiple tools available to the
UK to positively and constructively influence the choices and
behaviour of governments and non-state actors in conflict to
constructive engagement in a peace process through more
effective use of incentives, sanctions and conditionality

• Ensure that mandates and operational concept of international
peace support operations underpin effective peace processes
and local peacebuilding capacities 

• Support the development of institutional mechanisms and
instruments for early dispute resolution

• Build capacity for peacemaking and preventive diplomacy and
provide sufficient resources for effective operations.

3. The UK should strengthen its own institutional capacity to
engage effectively in peace processes:

• Mainstream and integrate support for prevention and conflict
resolution into the policies and strategies of all relevant gov-
ernment departments

• Strengthen the conflict-response architecture in Whitehall to
build on best practice and better address these challenges

• Increase the resources available through the Africa and Global
Conflict Prevention Pools and make greater use of their 
coordination mechanisms

• Prioritize support for the ACCP and GCCP in countries and
contexts where the UK is not widely perceived to be a protag-
onist in the conflict

• Develop specialized capacities to provide expert knowledge
and skills needed to back-stop UK involvement in peace
processes

• Build upon and expand cooperation with NGOs and academics
both in the UK and internationally with regard to specific
conflict situations. 

4. The government should support the parties to conflict to
address their differences through peaceful means:

• Enable more effective and appropriate engagement with
armed groups

• Build capacities of the parties to engage skilfully in peace
negotiations 

• Support greater public participation in peacemaking.
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This working paper analyses the UK government’s response to
conflict and concludes that it needs to increase and improve its
support for peace processes. The government has directed far
less attention to systematically supporting those directly
involved in the conflict to resolve their differences through
peace processes than it has to structural prevention and inter-
vention. It is crucially important to tackle the long-term causes
of these conflicts, yet efforts to alleviate poverty, inequality and
discrimination, for example, are unlikely to address the political
dynamics driving the conflicts in the short-term. 

The source of longer-term sustainability is in the complex and
painstaking efforts to resolve conflicts and build peace, as the
UK government knows well from Northern Ireland. Such peace
processes, when done well, can be the bridge to a new social
contract underpinning good governance, less fragile states and
more peaceful social relations, as in South Africa. In some cases,
effective preventive diplomacy could be successful in helping
the parties to reach agreement even before violence emerges,
as was the case in Venezuela in May 2003. In other cases,
intensive efforts are needed to settle conflicts that have been
fought for decades, as happened with the Comprehensive Peace
Agreement ending the war between the Government of Sudan
and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army in 2005.1

Efforts to support conflict resolution through peace processes
or preventive diplomacy too often fail to pave the way to sus-
tainable peace. This is sometimes due to changes in the conflict
context and the strategic calculations of the primary parties.
However it is often the case that the strategies and methodolo-
gies intended to help the parties resolve their differences in fact
undermine this goal, as seen in peace processes from Darfur to
Sri Lanka and the break-up of Yugoslavia, all illustrated here.

The paper begins by exploring the conceptual, policy, institu-
tional and practice gaps in the UK government’s response to
conflict. This is followed by an overview of how the government
can begin to address these gaps. Chapter 3 explains why
inclusive, comprehensive and participatory peace processes are
crucial in the transition to a more durable peace and examines
what makes for sustainable peace processes, extrapolating key
principles from the work of CR and others in supporting peace-
building. It contains a set of case studies that illustrate good and
bad practice and is complemented by Appendix 1, which
contains a list of criteria that can help to foster processes that
are more likely to enable this kind of transformative peace-
making.

Chapter 4 makes the case that increasing and improving support
for peace processes is in the UK’s own national interests:
resolving protracted conflicts may help prevent terrorism; it is
better to be perceived as an international peacemaker; peace-
making is less expensive and potentially more effective than
military intervention; and eradicating poverty and achieving the
MDGs are dependent on peace and stability. Chapter 5
documents how the UK’s current practice, institutional struc-
tures, policy, and even its way of conceiving conflict are inade-
quate for the challenge. It does this through detailed
examination of the evolving policies of government depart-
ments and institutions. The paper concludes with a set of policy
recommendations, a condensed version of which appears in the
Executive Summary above. 

For the UK to become better at conflict resolution, it needs to
recognize that primary responsibility rests with the belligerent
parties and those affected by the conflict. It therefore needs to
support their capacity to negotiate agreements to settle their
differences, to address the underlying causes and to repair rela-
tionships damaged by years of hostility. The government needs
to recognize that while it cannot ‘fix’ these situations through
the projection of British power, it can do much to resource and
empower those in conflict to bring peace to their own societies
and even to prevent the disputes from escalating into violence.

INTRODUCTION
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The UK government’s approach to conflict is rooted in its wider
approach to foreign policy, which is self-characterized as
‘activist’ in response to global challenges. It is based on the use
of both ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ power to achieve its objectives and
combines a commitment to multilateralism with retaining and
promoting UK influence as a global power. The government’s
policy discourse reveals an implicit assumption that the UK can
best respond to conflicts through the projection of its power,
with only limited attention paid to the role played by people in
responding to their own conflict. Yet its own experience with the
conflict in Northern Ireland indicates the importance of peace
processes and the need for political courage to engage with
those deemed to be ‘the enemy’. 

Conflict resolution and peacemaking consequently seem to be
marginalized, falling into what this paper identifies as a ‘gap’ in
the UK’s conflict response in terms of concept, policy, institu-
tional structures and practice. Although the UK is involved in
numerous peace processes around the world, it has not made
support for peacemaking the centrepiece of conflict policy or
worked to strengthen its institutional capacities to back multi-
lateral efforts at conflict resolution. 

This chapter analyses the gaps in UK support for peace
processes and contends that the government should work to
address this gap and provide leadership to multilateral efforts to
support effective peace processes. Chapter 5 documents the
government’s policy towards conflict in greater depth, but some
of the key points are touched upon here.

2.1 Conflict resolution: a gap in UK 
conflict response

2.1.1 The ‘conceptual gap’ in understanding the
importance of working with those in conflict to find
ways of resolving their differences 
There is a conceptual gap in how the government understands
conflict and processes to resolve it – particularly when the
conflict involves non-state armed groups. First, constrained by
long-standing principles and tradition enshrined in international
law, international relations and diplomacy, there is a strongly
state-centric approach that makes it difficult to know how best
to engage with non-state actors – whether armed or unarmed
– who are invariably key to most conflict situations today.
Second, the traditions of real politick power diplomacy tempt a
reliance on the capacity to foist agreements on intransigent
parties rather than working painstakingly through what are

often frustratingly long social and political processes to build
consensus amongst the stakeholders. Both of these are explored
in more detail in the next chapter. This gap is compounded by
the fact that there appears to have been little concerted effort
to systematically learn lessons from engagement in previous
peacemaking efforts or to identify and better understand the
requirements of effective peace processes.

2.1.2 The ‘policy gap’ in making support to peace
processes a government priority 
This conceptual gap is reflected in a policy gap. Until very
recently the UK’s formal policy instruments, including FCO and
DFID White Papers, have been virtually silent on how the gov-
ernment will support peace negotiations and the social and
political processes of responding to conflict. The government
has identified “preventing and resolving conflict through a
strong international system” as one of the UK’s top ten strategic
international priorities for the next ten years.2 Yet this is then
tackled by addressing the structural causes of conflict (such as
poverty and bad governance), exacerbating factors (eg the
arms trade) and intervention when prevention fails. While pre-
vention and intervention are important, they are incomplete as
a strategy to promote sustainable peace. It is particularly notable
that the FCO’s policy documents do not highlight how it can
work systematically to help resolve conflicts and best use the
diplomatic instruments at its disposal to support peace
processes.

In many documents and speeches, the government’s discourse
on conflict tends to treat the protagonists as objects of interna-
tional action rather than as subjects having some degree of
agency in choosing how they will respond to their own conflict.
Furthermore, the government’s activist response to interna-
tional threats gives far greater attention to ways of projecting
the UK’s power than towards ways of assisting those in conflict
to reach a durable resolution of their differences.

This policy gap has been partially filled by DFID’s new conflict
policy, Preventing violent conflict, launched in March 2007. It
gives a strong emphasis to support for political and social
processes to manage conflicts peacefully and to peace
processes that tackle underlying causes to resolve violent
conflict. Furthermore, DFID’s policy offers a coherent approach
to understanding conflict, how it can be a major force for
positive social change, and the conditions in which it is more
likely to become destructively violent. Despite these strengths,
it is unclear on how DFID will support peace processes – other
than through funding to international institutions, as important
as this can be. Greater attention needs to be paid to how this
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important policy will be implemented and how the principles it
espouses can become a guiding force for government policy,
strategy and operations across Whitehall. 

An additional challenge arises from the potential dilemmas over
which of the government’s many policy priorities takes prece-
dence in determining government response to a specific conflict
situation. For example, sometimes the imperative of securing a
counter-terrorism or energy security goal can lead to actions
that fatally undermine a peace process that, if successful, could
have helped to achieve those other goals far more durably in the
long-term. Some UK policies, including proscribing armed
groups as terrorist organizations, create significant obstacles to
engaging with them and exploring prospects of a negotiated
resolution of conflict. Balancing seemingly conflicting priorities
is doubtless an eternal dilemma for government. Yet decision-
makers need to become better aware of why conflict resolution
may be key to creating conditions in which many other policy
goals can be achieved and should therefore be given much
greater priority in determining government strategy and action.

2.1.3 An institutional gap in government structures
and systems for delivering support to peace
processes 
The fact that DFID’s new conflict policy is comparatively vague
in how it will support peace processes partly reflects an institu-
tional gap in the government. There is no clearly identified lead
agency or unit to systematically guide and support the UK’s role
in peace processes. While mechanisms do exist for some specific
conflict situations – such as the FCO’s Middle East Peace
Process Team or the cross-departmental Sudan Unit based in
DFID – they are ad hoc and do not benefit from institutional
systems that draw upon comparative experience from peace
processes elsewhere. Furthermore, while both DFID and the FCO
have some postings for personnel specialized in conflict more
generally, they are not necessarily experts in peacemaking and
mediation. There are also questions about whether the resource
they provide would be sufficient to meet the need if the UK
were to direct greater attention to supporting peace processes.

Currently, the only inter-departmental institutional structure
that can help to lend coherence to the UK’s support for peace
processes around the world is the Conflict Prevention Pools
funding mechanism. It has made a positive contribution and has
generally led to the creation of a joint strategy for responding to
specific conflicts, including through funding peace process
support in many places. While valuable, a funding mechanism of
this kind is insufficient to drive forward a coherent strategy for
the UK’s involvement in peace processes, which requires
continual and skilful political engagement and nuanced response
to encourage parties to continually move in a constructive
direction.

The weakness of cross-Whitehall mechanisms to support
peacemaking contrasts sharply with the government’s effort to
strengthen its role in international peace support operations
through the new Post Conflict Reconstruction Unit (PCRU). This

tri-departmental unit provides integrated assessment, planning
and operational support and systematic ‘lessons learning’
service for DFID, FCO and MoD, as well as the UK’s partners in
other governments and international organizations. Ironically,
given the fact that its work is in conflict zones, the PCRU’s
mandate is on stabilization without reference to support for
peacebuilding, peace processes and support for implementing
peace agreements. However it is likely that it will best be able to
fulfil its mandate if it supports effective peace processes and
implementation of good comprehensive agreements.

2.1.4 A practice gap in ensuring that the most 
effective support possible is given to peacemaking
initiatives 
Unsurprisingly, the conceptual, policy and institutional ‘gaps’ all
too often result in inadequate practice in the UK’s response to
specific conflicts. While the UK has made a positive contribution
in a number of specific peace processes, too often it has not
lived up to its potential. It has occasionally even made the
situation worse from lack of a coherent strategy or through
unskilful involvement. This is sometimes because other strategic
priorities have taken precedence over support for peace
processes. In other cases there appears to be an expertise gap,
when officials do not appear to know how best to support an
inclusive, comprehensive and sustainable process. 

Particularly in response to conflicts in Africa, the UK has
provided funding for peace processes through DFID and the
Africa Conflict Prevention Pool and has sent diplomats to help
with the mediation. However, according to Laurie Nathan, a
seasoned South African mediator, although these diplomats may
be experts on the country concerned, they rarely have sufficient
experience of peacemaking in civil wars. Peacemaking tends to
be treated as an ad hoc activity instead of one requiring finely
honed skills and knowledge as well as sustained and far-sighted
engagement. After all, “You wouldn’t send an untrained soldier
or doctor into a war zone – why do they send untrained
mediators to a peace processes?”3

At the same time, there are a number of examples where, in
practice, the UK has been an important force in effectively 
supporting specific peace processes. Much can be learned from
the UK’s constructive roles in conflicts as diverse as
Georgia/Abkhazia, Nepal and South Sudan. Yet these examples
of good practice are not systematized into the UK’s overall
policy and practice. Instead of putting all its weight – politically,
economically, technically and even militarily – behind the effort
to reach peace by peaceful means, the government’s focus is
too often fractured and incoherent.
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2.2 Addressing the gap: how the UK
government can improve its response 
to conflict

2.2.1 Learning from British experience 
in Northern Ireland
The UK’s own history reveals how important and protracted
conflict resolution can be. The history of the constituent nations
and peoples of these islands reveals the role of conflict in
forming social and political relations. This history is marked by
the ongoing contest for varying forms of self-determination,
which have shaped the nature of the state, the structures of
governance, and a host of policies related to issues as diverse as
language, taxation, and relations with foreign governments. The
UK can also draw on its experience of the European integration
process to gain insight into the continual and painstaking process
of negotiation to reach mutually satisfactory outcomes. EU inte-
gration has effectively put an end to centuries of armed conflict
on the continent. 

Most dramatically in recent decades, the Northern Ireland peace
process has revealed the challenge of engaging various non-
state groups who used violence, while at the same time ensuring
that the wider array of political groupings were able to have
their say in reaching agreements. Political negotiations were
further backed by a sustained and well-supported effort to use
peacebuilding to address long-standing grievances.

Ultimately it is the responsibility of the parties and the peoples
of Northern Ireland – as well as the UK and Irish governments –
to make the necessary changes to bring about peace. But they
have been aided by a host of external mediators, monitors, facil-
itators, trainers, analysts, and donors. These external actors
offered assistance and support but did not take control over the
situation. While challenges remain, enormous progress has been
made through the painstaking efforts of many over several
decades. With some exceptions, these lessons do not appear to
have formed the foundations for the UK’s approach to conflict
and peace processes elsewhere in the world.

2.2.2 Going beyond the existing response: ‘more
prevention and better intervention’
Since the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit’s major study on
‘countries at risk of instability’ in 2004-05, government policy
toward conflict has been organized around its overarching con-
clusion that there is a need for “more prevention and better
intervention”. This has led to a strategy of addressing structural
risk factors on one hand while strengthening the intervention
capacities of the international system on the other. It also set
the trend in looking more to stabilization and statebuilding
rather than to conflict resolution and peacebuilding. While pro-
gressive in its emphasis on prevention, it seems to ignore the
capacities of local actors to be agents in making their own
peace. It is also silent on the potential of peace processes to

create the framework for statebuilding and good governance
and for peacebuilding more generally to strengthen societal
resilience and moderate the potential for extremism of all kinds.  

At the same time, the government has placed increasing
emphasis on strengthening UK capacities for military interven-
tion and civil-military cooperation. This is mostly through inter-
nationally-mandated peace support operations (PSOs) but the
UK also aims to build its capacity to act unilaterally or through
‘coalitions of the willing’. Despite widespread perceptions that
the government at a senior level has tended to guide its foreign
policy through its alliance with the United States, the UK has
given active support to multilateral processes and international
organizations. The UK was a leader in the effort to codify the
Responsibility to Protect norm, as well as other reforms to
strengthen the UN’s capacities to respond to conflict. It has
given greatest emphasis to improving its peacekeeping and PSO
capabilities and the new – but strictly post-conflict –
Peacebuilding Commission. It has given less attention and
resources to strengthening the UN’s mediation capacities. The
UK has also worked to strengthen the institutional capacity of
regional bodies, including the EU and the African Union, to
intervene in conflict situations. 

These initiatives largely reflected the tenets of the govern-
ment’s overall foreign policy. It has positioned the UK as an
activist player in response to the full spectrum of threats and
opportunities presented by the changes stemming from global-
ization. To fulfil this role effectively, Prime Minister Tony Blair
has argued that the UK needs to be able to exercise both ‘hard
power’ – eg, the threat or use of its war-fighting capabilities –
as well as ‘soft power’, such as through delivery of aid, involve-
ment in peacekeeping operations and engagement in multilateral
treaties. He further asserts that the instruments of soft power
are effective only if backed up by the demonstrable capacity to
exercise hard power. Such hard power is seen as key not only to
achieving the UK’s specific strategic goals but also to more
generally ensuring that the UK’s “reach, effect and influence” are
not “qualitatively reduced”.4

The UK’s military interventions in Iraq, Afghanistan, Kosovo and
even in Sierra Leone have, however, been controversial at home
and abroad. Climaxing in its role in Iraq, many have questioned
the true motives and goals of UK intervention. Furthermore, its
policies toward some conflicts, such as in Lebanon/Israel or
Somalia most recently, raises questions about whether the UK
should be viewed more generally as protector or as protagonist. 

2.2.3 Leadership in multilateral peacemaking and
preventive diplomacy
These issues highlight the overarching controversy over foreign
policy and the UK’s role in the world; they also raise a specific
quandary in relation to its role in conflict situations. On the one
hand, intervention is clearly insufficient to resolve a protracted
violent conflict – though it may be needed in some cases to help
provide sufficient security and stability for a peace process to
take hold. On the other hand, the UK, unlike Norway,
Switzerland, South Africa or intergovernmental and some non-
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governmental organizations, is less likely to be viewed as an
acceptable mediator to help resolve conflicts because of its
history (and, often, its close association with the United States).
The government is aware of this. In most cases, it has conse-
quently pursued a low-key supportive role through multilateral
peacemaking initiatives. While this may be appropriate, it falls
short of what is needed. 

Arguing for the UK to put increase and improve support for
peace processes is not a call for the UK to ‘go it alone’ or to aim
to become the world’s mediator. Foreign governments and
international organizations need to become much better at sup-
porting effective peace processes – and even in helping to
resolve conflicts before they become violent. Most armed
conflicts attract at least some level of international attention
from governments and agencies concerned to mitigate the con-
sequences. Yet this response is often incoherent and sometimes
counter-productive, with different governments and agencies
working either at cross-purposes or pursuing strategies that
inadvertently undermine the peace process – as is documented
in more detail in Chapter 3. Too often, the scope of international
action is determined through diplomatic negotiations that result
in a lowest common denominator approach rather than in
promoting the highest common purpose: a more peaceful and
equitable resolution of conflict. Sometimes it even seems as
though the greater the degree of international attention, the
more difficult it is for an effective peace process to evolve.

The government has quite rightly stressed the importance of
working multilaterally to prevent and resolve conflict through a
strong international system.5 International organizations need
strong support from member states to be effective peace-
makers. It requires strong leadership to shape a more far-
sighted and skilful international response. If a leading member
state like the UK directs its weight towards increasing the status
and coherence of peacemaking and peacebuilding initiatives, it
can help provide the leadership for other member states to
come forward too. Furthermore, while questions of whether or
not the ‘international community’ should intervene militarily are
inevitably contentious, it is comparatively easy to build interna-
tional consensus around the quest for peace through peaceful
means.

The government’s response to specific conflicts has to be based
on a careful assessment of its role in the conflict and relationship
with the parties. As it has learned in Zimbabwe, sometimes it
needs to ‘lead from behind’ through support for regional efforts.
In other cases, such as more recently in Nepal, it can be most
effective in playing a direct and principled role in the process.
The UK can work through an array of multilateral processes and
structures from quiet diplomacy to ‘Group of Friends’ mecha-
nisms to international peace support operations. It can help
strengthen the capacities of international organizations in
support of peace processes.6 It can work with others to address
the normative and practical obstacles to preventive diplomacy
and negotiations – as outlined below. It can also utilize the full
array of diplomatic, political, economic and technical assistance
instruments at its disposal to have a coherent strategy of rein-

forcing measures to encourage conflicting parties to negotiate
durable agreements and to support the implementation and
consolidation of these agreements. The UK is able to do this best
when it has developed its own political focus, coherent policy,
well-considered strategy and effective instruments for helping
to resolve conflicts.

2.2.4 Towards a strategic approach to peacemaking
This paper argues that the UK can better respond to some of the
key global challenges it faces by directing its diplomatic, political
and economic resources – bilaterally and multilaterally – to the
resolution of conflict through support for peace processes. The
government should increase and improve support for peace
processes. It needs to address the ‘policy gap’ to ensure a
strategic and coherent approach, to strengthen the institutional
architecture so the UK can mount a more consistently effective
response, and to allocate financial resources to achieve these
goals. As a general approach, the UK needs to become better
able to support conflict affected societies to develop their own
solutions to their own problems, while working in partnership to
address the systemic factors in the global system that con-
tribute to conflict.

To do this effectively, the government needs to: 

• Prioritize strong support for effective peace processes,
including by developing its understanding of how to engender
inclusive, comprehensive and durable peacemaking 

• Build upon DFID’s conflict policy and ensure that other policies
affirm the importance of peacemaking and enable appropriate
engagement with armed groups 

• Develop cross-Whitehall institutional structures and mecha-
nisms to deliver effective involvement

• Increase the knowledge and skills base of relevant British
officials to enable them to play the most effective peace-
making role possible and have relevant research, advice and
other technical support readily available to utilize and offer to
all parties involved.
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There are no magic formulas to guarantee successful peace-
making, yet the numerous experiences of ending intra-state
armed conflict through peace processes in recent decades are a
source of knowledge of what can work. Through comparative
learning from peace processes, it is possible to develop general
principles to shape policy and to identify inspiring stories (and
cautionary tales) to inform strategy elsewhere. 

This chapter explores why it is necessary to participate in nego-
tiations and to foster engagement between belligerents. It sets
out the principles that should guide sustainable peacemaking
and explains the need to give greater support to the unmet
potential of preventive diplomacy so as to resolve conflicts
before they have become violent. It is complemented by
Appendix 1, which contains a summary of the main criteria that
can help to underpin effective peace processes. The principles
and criteria are based on CR’s practical experience in peace-
building, as well as its research into peace processes undertaken
through its publication series, Accord: an international review of
peacemaking initiatives.7

3.1 The improbability of victory and the
necessity of negotiation
Sustainable peace cannot be achieved through the exercise of
force alone. Once begun, armed conflicts are notoriously
difficult to end. Even using the methods of power politics and
military intervention, it is extremely difficult to ‘impose’ peace
on those who remain committed to achieving their objectives
through violence.  There appears to be a growing willingness of
groups to use unconventional means to wage war against those
with clear military supremacy.  From the Japanese kamikaze
pilots, to the LTTE fighter in Sri Lanka, to various jihadi militants
today, the suicide bomber can sustain a military campaign
against even the most powerful military forces in the world.
According to the US military commander in Iraq, General David
Petraeus, it is extremely difficult to protect civilians against
attacks: “If someone wants to blow himself up the problem
becomes very very difficult indeed.” He acknowledges that
military force alone is “not sufficient” to end violence and that
political talks must include militant groups because such negoti-
ations “will determine in the long run the success of this effort”.8

In the face of such violence, the choice between using only
military methods and using political dialogue can seem stark. 

Even groups using conventional weapons find ways of sustaining
their campaign, despite the military odds against them. For
example, the Lord’s Resistance Army has been able to wage a
devastating war in Northern Uganda for two decades and

survived numerous onslaughts by the Ugandan army, assisted by
US military aid after 2001.9 Furthermore, even when conflicts
end with the defeat of the armed group, such as in the Angolan
civil war, the remnant forces might continue to use violence.10

Non-state armed groups typically meet the challenge presented
by the asymmetry of their power vis-à-vis the government –
which can mobilize all the resources available to the state –
through their shear commitment to their goals.11 Militarily, this
can mean willingness to make great sacrifices and, sometimes, a
willingness to achieve their goals ‘by whatever means necessary’
even if this violates the Geneva Conventions. In peace negotia-
tions, the dynamics of asymmetry can translate into intransi-
gence in holding on to cherished positions. Fearful that they may
be outmanoeuvred by government negotiators – who are
generally backed by a plethora of advisors and the advantage of
international recognition – the armed group may well choose to
return to the familiarity of interminable war. As Henry Kissinger
once observed: “The guerrilla wins if he does not lose; the con-
ventional army loses if it does not win.”12 Thus it is risky to
assume that it is possible to achieve a durable peace unilaterally,
either on the battlefield or at the negotiation table. 

3.2 Making peace by peaceful means:
engaging politically with the enemy
The British government and the international community need
greater clarity on engagement with non-state armed groups,
which is essential to ending civil wars. It is not possible to make
peace by peaceful means without truly engaging with others
across the conflict divide. As Nelson Mandela eloquently advised
those in the Northern Ireland peace process: “You cannot make
peace by talking to your friends; you can only make peace by
talking with your enemies.”13 Effective dialogue must be an
integral part of any peace process aimed at truly resolving the
conflict.  At some point, those involved need to agree the basic
terms and conditions according to which they will co-exist. 

Sustainable peace processes are driven by the realization of the
unsustainability of continued armed conflict.14 Early in a
conflict, belligerents tend to believe that they can prevail in their
demands either by using force or by threatening to use force.
They do not generally consider the interests or needs of their
opponents or others. Yet as the costs of conflict become painful,
at least some elements within the leadership and their con-
stituencies may come to realize that they are unlikely to get
what they want through unilateral action. As they understand
that their future and that of their opponents is inter-dependent,
the disputants are more likely to recognize the need to make
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some sort of a deal with them – even if this means that some
goals will have to be abandoned. This creates an incentive for
cooperation, even at the same time as competition continues. 

Engaging with armed groups
Strategically, engagement with armed groups is crucial in paving
the way towards a negotiated settlement of violent conflict.
Successful engagement tends to strengthen the pro-dialogue
elements within armed groups, while political isolation tends to
strengthen hardliners. This suggests that minimal levels of
engagement need to be the norm, not a concession.15

Engagement can take many forms, from simple contact to sub-
stantive negotiations, potentially involving myriad possible third
parties. Practitioners and policymakers should focus on identi-
fying appropriate tactics and effective strategies that are
context specific – considering who should engage and how,
rather than whether to engage or not. While there may be a
valid concern that engagement could confer legitimacy on an
armed group’s struggle or tactics, the range of available options
means that support for low-key engagement strategies led by
local community groups, NGOs or other unofficial intermediaries
can keep the option of dialogue alive without appearing to legit-
imize a group – as in Northern Ireland, where discreet contact
laid the basis for future negotiations.16

Armed groups make strategic choices about whether to pursue
political dialogue or military tactics to advance their objectives.

Their decisions are likely to be determined by their analysis of
the respective rewards or weaknesses of either strategy, as well
as the relative strength of groups within the movement
proposing different strategies. Yet peace negotiations are more
likely to be successful when the belligerent parties are confident
and skilled negotiators, capable of attaining their interests
through political – rather than military – means. Increased con-
fidence in the prospects for a negotiation process often
becomes one of the important preconditions for successful
peacemaking. 

Helping to build this capacity can be valuable role for external
intermediaries. Such initiatives often require both financial
support and also political support to protect against accusations
that building negotiation capacities is tantamount to aiding an
illegal group. Instead it is in the interests of reaching a durable
peace for all the parties involved to be able to participate effec-
tively in peaceful processes to resolve conflict.
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Ending wars: documenting the historic
shift towards negotiated settlement
Armed conflicts are increasingly ending through the power
of dialogue than through the force of arms. Between 1816
and 1945 the overwhelming majority of wars ended through
the military victory of one side. Over the past 60 years,
however, negotiated settlements have become far more
common than military victory in ending armed conflict. The
1990s marked a radical shift when more wars ended
through negotiated settlements than in victory. Between
2000 and 2005, there were four times as many negotiated
settlements as military victories.17

The Human Security Centre points out that those who argue
that it is preferable to ‘give war a chance’ so as to achieve a
stable military solution assume that belligerents can choose
between victory and a negotiated settlement.18 Yet it is more
often the case that neither side can impose a military defeat
and, “When victory is not an option, negotiation is the only
way to stop the fighting.”19

Comparative research suggests that peacemaking initia-
tives – by the UN and other international organizations, 
individual governments and NGOs – are an important factor
in both the decline of armed conflict overall and in the 
successful settlement of specific situations. Mediation has a
dramatic effect on the expected duration of a civil war – and

economic interventions can also reduce the expected
duration.20 Crucially, external actors can provide the third-
party guarantees that many belligerent parties find crucial
for ensuring credible implementation of negotiated 
agreements and that, according to one study, are the most
important factor in determining the durability of a settle-
ment.21

Nevertheless, even when the fighting has stopped though a
negotiated agreement, chances are high that it will begin
again – to the point where a recent history of armed conflict
is the strongest predictor of future conflict.22 According to
one study, between 1945 and 1996, one in three civil wars
was followed by another armed conflict shortly thereafter.23

This rate became even worse during the 1990s, when 43 per
cent of all conflicts that ended through negotiated settle-
ments started again within five years. However many of
these settlements were “inappropriately designed, ineptly
implemented and poorly supported – hence their high
failure rate”.24

Yet there are signs that this trend is changing. While it is too
early to reach definitive conclusions about their durability,
according to the Human Security Centre, in the six years
from the beginning of 2000 to the end of 2005, only two out
of 17 negotiated settlements failed.25 While these trends are
encouraging, the international community needs to get
better at supporting more effective peace processes.

 



The role of third parties
It is also important to consider the roles of outsiders in helping
to facilitate engagement. Intermediaries working to end violent
conflict need to consider how their actions affect a group’s
assessment of the choices available. Representatives of foreign
governments, IGOs and civil society can all play valuable roles.
Given the particular sensitivities of working with armed groups,
trusted intermediaries may need to work exclusively with this
constituency to help them understand and review their engage-
ment options, enable them to engage more effectively in
political negotiations and help to ‘translate’ the perspectives,
interests and aspirations of the belligerents for other parties.
This work can complement the efforts of other third parties
who convene dialogue between opponents. 

The non-state characteristics of armed groups mean that other
unarmed non-state actors – including NGOs, respected individ-
uals, or traditional and religious leaders – can be well placed to
engage in unofficial diplomacy as they can have greater freedom
of movement and access. Off the record, unofficial track two
dialogue can be an invaluable means of opening communica-
tions, developing greater understanding of the conflict and
exploring ideas to address it, as has been seen in numerous
peace processes from South Africa to Tajikistan to the Middle
East. In Sierra Leone, for example, local civil society groups 
contributed significantly to bringing the Revolutionary United
Front (RUF) to the negotiating table.26 In Northern Ireland,
Catholic priests were crucial to ‘back-channel’ engagement with
Sinn Fein and the Republican movement.27 Yet this area of work
currently receives inadequate political (and financial) support
and recognition from governments and IGOs. 

There are also numerous cases where foreign governments have
played important roles in supporting dialogue and negotiation
with armed groups. El Salvador is just one example of the
positive effects of international engagement, in which foreign
governments assisted the ascendancy of more moderate
factions within the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front
(FMLN), which in turn made the FMLN more willing and able to
participate in political negotiations.28 While the incentives and
inducements that governments can offer may be vital to
progress in negotiations, they are often blunt instruments and
cannot substitute for the genuine commitment of the belliger-
ents and other parties to the conflict.

3.3 Inclusive, comprehensive and 
participatory peace negotiations
The British government should seek to encourage processes
that, by their design, are more likely to lead to transformative
change. While engagement is essential, the means through
which engagement takes place can make the difference
between fostering peaceful change and further exacerbating
conflict, as well as injustice. The transition between armed
conflict and stability is often a moment of profound flux that can
open opportunities for historic change. Wars and the processes
to end them are a defining period in the development of a

country. They can shape relations between antagonist groups,
lead to a reordering of state institutions and the economy, and
influence the less tangible political and social aspects of the
society. Yet if negotiations are conceived simply as a means to
reach a quick settlement to end the fighting, too often the
results are simply a recycling of power within the same basic
structures.

The events that together comprise what is commonly referred
to as a ‘peace process’ are the political vehicle to begin to make
this transition. The nature of this process – who participates,
the agreements reached, and how they are implemented – can
create opportunities for structural changes in governance,
human rights, security and development policies, as well as
shape the relations between those engaged in conflict.
Therefore process matters and can shape outcomes.

Yet too often the importance of process is ignored. Laurie
Nathan, reflecting on the Abuja process to settle the conflict in
Darfur, reminds us of two general lessons for mediating civil
wars:

“First, these wars are not conducive to a viable quick accord.
They have multiple historical, structural, political, social and
economic causes that are complex, deep-rooted and intractable.
The difficulty of resolution is compounded greatly by the pro-
tagonists’ mutual hatred and suspicion. However grave the
situation, mediators have no option but to be patient. Second,
an enduring peace agreement cannot be forced on the parties. It
has to be shaped and owned by them since it cannot be imple-
mented without their consent and cooperation and its sustain-
ability requires their adherence to its provisions in the long term.
These lessons are frequently ignored by states and multinational
organizations that seek to end civil wars through power-based
diplomacy rather than confidence-building mediation.”29

This points to the need for processes that work towards a longer
time horizon, engage the main stakeholders, build consensus
and forge working relationships between the parties, seek to
address the underlying causes of conflict, and create sound
mechanisms for overseeing implementation of agreements
reached, as well as resources and support for consolidating
peace.

Multi-party negotiations: working towards inclusive processes
Governments and armed groups are likely to have the primary
voice in agreements over ceasefires, demilitarization and other
matters related to the military conduct of the war. However,
agreements leading to cessation of armed hostilities are only
one aspect of a peace process. They can mark the beginning of
a protracted period of negotiations on a range of substantive
and procedural issues. After getting the armed belligerents on
board for a negotiation process, it is important to continually
broaden participation in the process to include more stake-
holders and expand the negotiation agenda to cover underlying
issues.

There is a tendency to structure negotiations on a bi-polar
model, as it seems to simplify the challenge of mediating an
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agreement. In too many cases, it has seemed easier to construct
a peace negotiations process between representatives of the
government and one of the armed groups that is willing to 
participate in talks. In the push to reach a quick agreement,
other key stakeholders are left out of the negotiations process
– even though they have the potential to wreck the agreements
reached at a later stage.

Most conflict situations involve multiple parties, with different
political affiliations and representing various social groups, only
some of which have taken up arms. There are strong arguments
for why other political and social groups should have a voice in
negotiating agreements aimed at addressing underlying causes
of conflict and especially in formulating new constitutional
arrangements. They may care about a different set of issues and
may bring important ideas and resources to bear in ways to
address them. Furthermore, only involving the belligerents is
likely to lead to a skewed outcome – and create a perverse
incentive to take up arms to secure one’s objectives.

The dynamics of the process of negotiating a complex
agreement that meets the major concerns of the parties can
foster a shift towards a more cooperative relationship. They
begin to build a degree of trust and understanding as they
recognize that they will be more likely to achieve their own goals
by helping the others to achieve theirs. Furthermore, as Fink
Haysom remarks: “The text of an agreement cannot itself sub-
stitute for political will … the process elements in negotiations
are vital in creating the will, the trust and joint responsibility”
needed to implement agreements.30

In many cases, the engagement of large segments of the wider
society, including women and others typically marginalized from
decision-making, in peacebuilding processes can stimulate the
changes needed for sustainable peace. Comparative experience
shows that where a peace process enables broad-based partic-
ipation and public debate, intensely conflictual issues can begin
to be reclaimed as the normal subjects of political dialogue,
problem-solving and constructive action. It therefore becomes
a defining moment in the transition from one political order to

the next and can underpin moves toward a more participatory
and democratic political system and society.31

Comprehensive negotiation agendas and structures: a key for
more comprehensive change?
The political negotiations leading to peace agreements are also a
time to address the underlying causes that gave rise to conflict.
A comprehensive agreement requires a comprehensive negoti-
ating agenda that goes beyond reaching agreements on how to
end the military conflict and satisfying the minimum demands of
the belligerents (such as the allocation of ministries in a new
power-sharing government). Too often such agreements are
seen as more about ‘dividing the spoils’ between those willing to
use violence to access power than about promoting equitable
development or fulfilling the identity and security needs of
excluded groups. All too often, the implicit message is that
violence pays – thus increasing the sense of public alienation
from the agreement and from politics more generally.

In some cases, such as Colombia32 or Sudan33, meeting the
‘comprehensiveness test’ also requires processes capable of
engaging multiple parties involved in seemingly distinct conflicts
to develop overarching agreements on the fundamental nature
of the state. Trying to create a separate peace by addressing
conflicts in isolation can be doomed to failure because the
factors causing and sustaining violent conflict are interrelated.
The result of such a piecemeal approach to interlocking conflicts
may be number of separate agreements that are equivalent to a
jigsaw puzzle with pieces that either do not fit or are missing
altogether. In some cases, this principle holds true for entire
regional conflict formations – such as the Caucasus or the
Middle East – where it seems to be extremely difficult to resolve
any one conflict in the absence of a wider regional framework
for peace, which for example was a key factor in sustaining
peace processes in Central America in the 1990s.34
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South Africa: progressively more inclusive
and comprehensive negotiations35

South African political leaders, with the assistance of civil
society peacebuilders and technical experts from home and
abroad, slowly constructed an inclusive and principled
process for managing the multiple transitions to a post-
Apartheid state, followed by a power-sharing transitional
government, and finally a new constitutionally-mandated
state structure and governing system. The process moved
from initially secret talks between the ruling National Party
(NP) and the opposition African National Congress (ANC)
representatives. Upon President De Klerk’s announcement
of the release of Nelson Mandela in 1990, bi-lateral pre-
negotiation talks between the NP and ANC and other key
parties determined the shape of a process to determine the

form and content of a new state structure. Amidst escalating
violence, the political parties also negotiated a National
Peace Accord, which created a host of structures at the
national, regional and local level to prevent violence, largely
through monitoring and mediation of localized disputes. The
political negotiations were conducted through a multi-party
process to agree the rules for a transitional government and
key principles that would underpin a new constitution.
These political negotiations led to South Africa’s first non-
racial elections for a Constitutional Assembly. The constitu-
tional negotiations were accompanied by an ambitious –
and largely effective – public consultation programme on
the substantive measures that should be included in the
new constitution. Thus, from its secretive origins, the peace
process became slowly more open to public scrutiny and, in
some cases, direct participation.



3.4 Local ownership and the limits of
external influence
External actors can encourage peace processes to become pro-
gressively more inclusive and in providing political, technical and
economic support to build capacities for participation. They can
offer opportunities and support initiatives that create conducive
conditions for wider participation or a more comprehensive
approach. Yet there are significant risks associated with

becoming the principle drivers of the process through attempts
to exert pressure. If the parties themselves do not take primary
responsibility for the process and fully integrate its outcomes
into their own internal strategic calculations and the dynamics of
their relationships, the results are more likely to be superficial
and to break under the inevitable strain of implementing the
agreements reached.

Too often the international community is so eager to reach
agreement to end the fighting in the immediate situation that
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Sri Lanka: the risks of ‘over 
internationalization’ of peacemaking36

In 2002, the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) and the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), with the assistance
of Norwegian mediators, signed a ceasefire agreement
(CFA) based on recognition of a rough parity of military
power. It included provisions to work towards ‘normaliza-
tion’, resettlement and reconstruction in the war-affected
regions and monitoring the military truce. In subsequent
talks about a comprehensive agreement, the two parties
initially seemed to build considerable momentum towards
addressing political status questions, including some form
of compromise in the form of a federal arrangement to
address the LTTE’s long-standing demands for independ-
ence. 

The structure of the negotiation process may have under-
mined its durability. It developed as bilateral talks between
the LTTE and the government, then led by Ranil
Wickremesinghe of the United National Party (UNP).
President Chandrika Kumaratunga, leader of the opposition
People’s Alliance party and other key southern political
elites were largely excluded from the process. Among
Tamils, non-LTTE parties had no role. Nor did the Muslim
community, which makes up some 7 per cent of the popula-
tion. After considerable lobbying, mechanisms were created
to enable participation of women and representatives of the
Muslim community. Yet the bi-polar negotiation structure
exacerbated the inter-communal / inter-party conflict
dynamics. Those outside the process largely rejected it, a
factor that contributed significantly to the fall of the UNP
government and the renewal of armed conflict in 2006-07.
Furthermore, perceptions that the international community
prepared to soft pedal human rights issues, particularly in
relation to the LTTE, undermined the credibility of the UNF
government for the southern electorate.

Additionally, donor involvement seemed to undermine the
LTTE’s confidence in the process. The ceasefire agreement
and the Norwegian-led process had been based on the
principle of political parity between the government and
LTTE. They had agreed to equal and joint partnership in
efforts to solicit international financial assistance for recon-
struction in the north and east. A key priority of the UNF

government was to push through controversial reforms to
liberalize the economy and it wanted international aid to
cushion the shocks. A key priority for the LTTE was to bring
a ‘peace dividend’ through aid to rehabilitate war-torn com-
munities, infrastructure and economy. Thus international
assistance was an important factor for both. 

The Tokyo Donors Conference in July 2003 was intended to
be the forum for securing these resources. That April, a
preparatory meeting for the conference was arranged in
Washington. However the US’s proscription policies meant
that it did not give visas to the LTTE, which is on its list of
banned ‘terrorist’ organizations. The LTTE issued a series of
statements in protest at its exclusion, claiming it under-
mined confidence in both the reconstruction initiative and
the peace process.37 Thereafter, it refused to come to the
Tokyo Conference and suspended its participation in the
talks process. 

Donors at the conference did not adapt to this changed
context. The GoSL was involved in drafting the Tokyo
Declaration, viewing it as a means of applying pressure on
the LTTE. Donors specified ‘positive conditionality’ with
assistance linked to progress in the talks towards a final
agreement, compliance with the CFA, Muslim participation
in the talks, human rights, and gender equity – none of
which compromised the government’s position. In the
LTTE’s view, the donor conference represented over-inter-
nationalization of the process from which they were deter-
mined to extract themselves. The process had severely
undermined the principle of parity and, however generous,
aid proved insufficient an incentive to the LTTE in the
absence of interim governance arrangements to allow them
to decide how the resources were used. 

International efforts at applying ‘peace conditionality’ were
intended to encourage progress. Yet they essentially ‘econ-
omized’ peacebuilding, based on the mistaken assumption
that economic incentives could override political impera-
tives. The actions of leading foreign governments tipped the
dynamics between being a constructive force initially to 
distorting the process and possibly undermining it. Formal
talks never resumed. Although the Norwegians continued
to facilitate communication indirectly, the momentum slowly
died until the process collapsed entirely into the resumption
of a war strategy in early 2007.

 



they encourage compromises that create serious difficulties in
the medium- to long-term. Sometimes this pressure to reach a
quick agreement comes from foreign governments keen to
appear responsive to public concern for the humanitarian crisis
and to move the story off the headlines. Other times it is
because international mediators may not believe it is possible to
reach a more inclusive and comprehensive agreement – or do
not believe that constructing such a process is in their remit. Yet
there can be severe opportunity costs arising from these kinds
of ‘short cuts’ to peace. The shortcomings of peacemaking
during the break-up of Yugoslavia should provide an enormously
cautionary lesson in the risks of not addressing the interlocking
conflicts comprehensively. 

3.5 Preventive diplomacy: resolving 
conflicts before they become violent
Preventive diplomacy through early response to impending
conflicts aims to resolve disputes through peaceful processes.
Often this calls for early involvement, before conflicts escalate

into violence, when the parties are most likely to be receptive to
offers of assistance – especially if provided discreetly by a body
seen as operating in good faith. The international norm of non-
interference in the internal affairs of other states has long
inhibited early action prior to a full-blown crisis. However once
conflicts have escalated into the violence of warfare, it is often
very difficult to pursue a negotiated settlement until some
degree of military stalemate is reached, with all the tragic losses
this inevitably entails.

The alternative is to have pre-standing mechanisms with appro-
priate mandates and resources. Regional IGOs are often well-
placed to pursue such collective approaches to preventive
diplomacy because they are close to unfolding events and
typically their member states have a interest in ensuring that
armed conflict does not spill over and threaten their own
stability. The focus of preventive diplomacy mechanisms should
be on early-stage dispute resolution, before full-scale armed
hostilities have commenced, by facilitating de-escalatory
dialogue and agreements to address sources of conflict that are
consistent with internationally agreed norms and standards.
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OSCE High Commissioner on National
Minorities: a regional instrument for 
preventive diplomacy38

The Office of the OSCE High Commissioner on National
Minorities was established in 1992 to identify and seek early
resolution of ethnic tensions that might endanger peace,
stability or friendly relations between OSCE participating
States. It has served as an important standing instrument
not only for promoting international standards but also for
proactively responding to potentially conflict generating
tensions over minority-majority relations. 

• When the High Commissioner believes that a situation
needs attention, he informs the government that he would
like to visit to develop a better understanding of the
situation. While he does not ask permission, governments
retain the right to refuse permission to enter, to meet with
him or to comply with his recommendations. Therefore,
while the procedure is proactive, it is ultimately subject to
the government’s consent.

• On-site visits are essential for conducting discussions
with a wide range of stakeholders, including those in gov-
ernment, in the opposition, and in a diverse range of civil
society organizations. The aim is to listen and seek to

understand the nature of problems and the difficulties in
meeting these challenges so as to find ways of helping
governments and others to respond to them in a realistic
way. This role is best accomplished through a non-
partisan and constructive approach to developing relation-
ships with the different parties. Assessments are further
complemented by fact-finding using statistical data and
other independent analysis.

• The High Commissioner then offers ideas and recommen-
dations based on defining the challenges, recognizing the
concerns of the main stakeholders, and offering sugges-
tions for how they can be addressed in ways that are 
consistent will international norms and standards. This
approach has been called ‘one-way mediation’, as the
government is the only interlocutor with formal status.
Consequently, there has been a high level of acceptance of
his role and his recommendations are generally well
received by the governments concerned. Yet consultations
with other stakeholders (especially, in this case, with rep-
resentatives of minority groups) usually mean the High
Commissioner also has considerable influence with them.
Indeed, the very presence of a high-level international
representative can increase their confidence that their
concerns can be addressed through peaceful political
processes and thereby help to calm the situation.
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International mediation in the break-up of
Yugoslavia: a cautionary example on the 
importance of inclusive and 
comprehensive processes
Many observers of international efforts to address the 
consequences of the break-up of Yugoslavia recognize the
deeply problematic nature of international engagement in
the conflict. In talks, international mediators accepted two
premises that combined to exacerbate the ethnic cleansing.
First, they did not believe they could address the underlying
problems that had the potential to become major future
conflicts, preferring instead to advocate ‘quick fix’ strate-
gies.  Second, they accepted the exclusionary, ethnonation-
alist principles promoted by the extremists who ran the
governments and the paramilitaries of the parties
concerned. There was a failure to develop a unified
consensus on appropriate strategies; ad hoc tactics tended
to reinforce the ethnic cleansing and expansionist tenden-
cies of the ethnonationalists and simultaneously failed to
prioritize the protection civilians, even when genocidal
massacres were occurring.

Thus talks on withdrawal of the Yugoslav National Army
from Slovenia did not address the impending crisis in
Croatia or Bosnia-Herzegovina; talks on Croatia did not
tackle the future safety of Bosnia-Herzegovina or take pre-
ventive measures to contain its explosion – as was
requested by Bosnian President Izetbegovic. And none of
the talks, including those in Dayton tackled the situation in

Kosovo – the extreme danger of which was completely 
predictable from the late 1980s. Only the situation in
Macedonia received a more proactive international
response that, while not able to completely prevent armed
conflict, was successful in containing it.

The international mediators’ strategies seemed to focus on
bargaining around issues that had already been partially
decided by military action or were in the process of being
addressed through military action. This was thought to
improve the chances of reaching a speedy and enforceable
agreement. From a very early point in the Cyrus
Vance–David Owen mediated talks over the future of
Bosnia-Herzegovina, the mediators accepted the ‘ethnic
map game logic’ promoted by Presidents Tudjman and
Milosevic. Consequently, the emphasis was on seeking
agreement for how the country would be partitioned, based
on demographics and territorial acquisitions through
military campaigns. This appears to have stimulated the
incentives for ethnic cleansing. Failure to address the status
of Kosovo in order to have Milosovic’s support for the Dayton
Agreement over Bosnia left space open for subsequent
collapse in Kosovo, Macedonia and Southern Serbia. 

Despite the enormous external investment – including
peacekeeping and development assistance – totalling
billions of dollars, today neither Bosnia nor Kosovo are self-
sustaining. Agreement on the status of Kosovo remains
challenging, despite guiding principles agreed by the
‘Contact Group’ of countries supporting negotiations.

Preventive diplomacy in Venezuela39

The government and opposition groups had become so
polarized that, by 2002, the political crisis threatened
Venezuela's stability. The Organization of American States
(OAS), The Carter Center (an international NGO) and the UN
Development Programme (UNDP) in August 2002 to begin a
formal process to help resolve Venezuela's political crisis. 

The international tripartite working group began talks in
early November 2002 between the government and opposi-
tion political and civil society groups to move the country
beyond the crisis. OAS Secretary-General César Gaviria led
the talks, with support from The Carter Center and UNDP.
Amid those negotiations in late 2002, a two-month general
strike occurred, shutting down oil production and many
other businesses. To keep communications going, The
Carter Center introduced a ‘third side’ project to identify
people affected by the conflict willing to push for a peaceful
resolution. Besides facilitating different levels of talks, the
Center collaborated with UNDP to hold peacebuilding
seminars with civic groups and the media. 

After six months of intense negotiations, the OAS and the

Carter Center helped Venezuela's government and opposi-
tion agree in May 2003 on terms for a possible referendum
on whether embattled President Chávez should step down.
Supporters of the government and the opposition who were
members of the Forum on Negotiation and Agreements
signed an accord agreeing to respect human rights, freedom
of expression, and the right to petition for recall referenda of
elected officials, witnessed by the Center and the OAS. 

The OAS and Carter Center observed the recall effort and
worked with both sides and with the electoral authorities to
develop consensus on the ‘rules of the game’ at each step of
the process. After a long and contentious period of verifying
signatures requesting a recall, frustration grew. The delay in
announcing the number of validated signatures and the 
preliminary disqualification of many of the signatures led to
massive protests in Caracas that turned violent in February
2004. Sufficient signatures were eventually verified in June
2004, triggering a recall vote in August 2004. President
Chávez won almost 60 per cent of the vote and went on to
complete the remainder of his term. While political conflict
continues, few believe the country is at risk of collapsing
into armed struggle.
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Darfur: deadline diplomacy and 
paradoxical consequences of 
international pressure40

In Darfur, a variety of foreign governments – including the 
UK – pushed through what was intended to be a peace
agreement between the Sudanese government and the
armed opposition movement. Yet only one faction of Darfur’s
fractious insurgency signed the agreement on 5 May 2006.
Far from ending the fighting, the signing marked a splin-
tering of the insurgency loosely along ethnic lines. The
renewed military offensives meant that civilians, once again,
paid the price of continued conflict. Furthermore, even the
agreement itself – heralded by leading international figures
as a good text and the foundations for peace – was resisted
by many Darfurians, especially those displaced by the
fighting who the international community was keen to
protect. While the parties themselves bear ultimate respon-
sibility for the conflict, it seems the external push to
agreement clearly backfired. 

Final negotiations to settle the conflict were held under
African Union (AU) auspices in Abuja, Nigeria. Yet neither the
circumstances nor the process were conducive to effective
peacemaking. The Darfurian armed groups were militarily
weak, politically inexperienced and divided – all of which
made it more difficult for them to have sufficient confidence
to pursue a satisfactory negotiation strategy or even form a
unified position. Furthermore, they felt they had little to
concede other than their commitment to rebellion. The gov-
ernment displayed little real commitment to the process,
seemingly viewing its opponents as not posing a military
threat, unrepresentative of Darfurians and without legitimate
grievances. It seems the government participated because
international intervention had impeded their efforts to crush
the insurgency. Given these conditions, it would inevitably be
difficult to foster a negotiated resolution.

Yet the mediated process did little to address these chal-
lenges. In fact, it seemed to make matters worse. A major
factor undermining a good process was pressure from
leading governments to get the parties to reach an
agreement fast. With the catastrophic humanitarian conse-
quences of fighting making a compelling case for peace –
and regular headlines helping to generate domestic
pressure on governments such as the UK – interest in a
quick settlement was high. Frustrated by the intransigence
of the principals, from November 2005 the AU Peace and
Security Council and the UN Security Council issued a series
of deadlines on an almost monthly basis for the parties to
reach a comprehensive agreement by the end of that month.
In the absence of international action to back them up, the
Sudanese negotiators largely ignored them. But the
mediators, dependent on these bodies for their mandate and
funding, took these resolutions very seriously. 

According to Laurie Nathan, a member of the mediation
team, the ever-looming deadlines made it pointless to
develop a comprehensive mediation strategy. Instead this
‘deadline diplomacy’ was the strategy and, as such, was
completely inadequate. With talks always due to end in a
matter of weeks, it was not possible to develop a program-
matic approach to build momentum and trust over time or to
foster the parties own capacities to participate in a suc-
cessful negotiations or to address the deepening divides
among the insurgents. It also meant that the mediators
could do little to engage with other important groups not rep-
resented in the talks or to communicate in a meaningful way
with the people of Darfur. By insisting on a comprehensive
agreement, the AU greatly reduced the mediator’s control of
the process and constrained their options on whether to
work first towards an enhanced humanitarian ceasefire
agreement to reduce violence and improve the climate for
talks and then work on a comprehensive agreement to
address the substantive issues. Instead, the external
pressure fixed in place a process that did not have the confi-
dence of either the mediators or the parties but from which
little deviation was possible.

In the absence of an alternative, each round of talks became
a forum for each party to reiterate its condemnation and its
demands of the other. By April 2006, the AU and its interna-
tional partners – particularly the US – had lost patience.
Nigerian president Olusegun Obasanjo, British international
development secretary Hilary Benn, US deputy secretary of
state Robert Zoellick, among others, arrived at the talks to
pressure the parties to sign the Darfur Peace Agreement
drafted by the AU. The 106-page English language text was
tabled only five days before the deadline that the externals
were this time determined to impose. The Darfurian negotia-
tors struggled to master the contents (not helped by the fact
it took three additional days to produce an Arabic translation)
and were unable to consult with their people in Darfur. In the
end, only the government and the faction led by Minni Arkou
Minawi signed, seemingly for tactical reasons in a calcula-
tion to strengthen his position vis-à-vis the other Darfurian
groups. The larger factions, including those who had support
from a greater number of Darfurians, refused.

The Darfur Peace Agreement drafted by the mediators drew
heavily on (and was constrained by) the contents of the
earlier Comprehensive Peace Agreement between the
Sudanese government and the SPLM to end the war in South
Sudan. Yet they were not able to draw on lessons from that
process, which was characterized by extended direct negoti-
ations between the principals with the IGAD mediators con-
trolling the process and drawing on international support as
needed to resource and encourage progress in the talks. In
Darfur, the parties – both the signatories and the abstainers
– did not negotiate the agreement, there was no consensus
on its contents, nor did they feel any strong responsibility to
abide by its terms.



Alleviating suffering and the incalculable costs incurred in armed
conflicts through their prevention and resolution is evidently a
goal in its own right. However there are also a number of other
reasons why improving the prospects for the peaceful resolution
of conflicts is in the UK’s own direct strategic interests. It can
help to prevent terrorism and help to counterbalance the effects
of an interventionist foreign policy in increasing hostility towards
the UK and radicalizing some in the country. It offers ‘value for
money’ relative to some other response options, and is essential
for poverty elimination and achieving the Millennium
Development Goals. Ultimately, sustainable peace is necessary
both for the well-being of conflict affected societies and, in this
highly interdependent era, for the long-term development of a
more peaceful and secure world for everyone.

4.1 Resolving protracted conflicts may
help to prevent terrorism 
Terrorist actions find support when they are perceived as the
only available means of redressing injustices that have given rise
to conflict. Furthermore, war zones can provide opportunities
for terrorist groups to become established and to operate.41

Resolving protracted conflicts and satisfactorily addressing the
specific grievances that gave rise to them can therefore help to
reduce the justification for terrorism, weaken the credibility of
organizations employing tactics of terror and reduce opportuni-
ties for such organizations to consolidate. 

A conventional security strategy should therefore be matched
with political and economic strategies aimed at resolving conflict
in efforts to prevent terrorism. This should not be interpreted to
imply that peacemaking should be a part of the government’s
counter-terrorism strategy. Rather, the government should give
greater priority to the needs of peacemaking. In practice,
counter-terrorist strategies from Mindanao to Somalia have
thus far done more on balance to undermine peace processes
than to help resolve protracted conflicts in areas where
terrorism is a concern.

In the aftermath of the events of 11 September 2001, many
protracted conflicts around the world – from Mindanao to
Colombia to Northern Uganda – have been reframed as fronts in
the so-called ‘Global War on Terror’. In many cases, this led to
the unintended consequences of damaging existing peace
processes and reinvigorated strategies aimed at military defeat. 

It has become increasingly common for governments to put
armed insurgency groups onto the ‘proscribed’ list of terrorist
organizations.42 These include both long-standing armed
movements with territorially- and politically- specific goals

(such as the LTTE in Sri Lanka or the FARC in Colombia) and
newer transnational groups, such as those in the al-Qaeda
network. Once it has been imposed, the blunt instrument of
proscribing a group can have paradoxical consequences. It
creates obstacles to political engagement, as it makes it both
more risky for armed groups to participate in negotiations and
calls into question the legality of initiatives by intermediaries to
engage with such armed groups. 

Furthermore, there are indications that hardening military
strategy has at times lent greater credibility to factions willing to
use terrorist actions to achieve their objectives. In some cases,
being proscribed has strengthened the hand of the ‘hardliners’
within an armed group. They argue that a continued military
strategy is the only legitimate and viable response to their
exclusion. There are also a number of cases where it has
impeded the progress of ongoing peace talks. For example, in
2003 the LTTE was prevented from attending a donor confer-
ence held in Washington to discuss development aid and recon-
struction due to US domestic legislation. This was a significant
contribution to the negative dynamics that led to the deadlock
of a previously dynamic peacemaking process.43

Legislation adopted in many countries makes it illegal for anyone
to have contact with these groups, so it has become difficult
even for well-known peacemaking organizations and individuals
to explore the opportunities for a negotiated settlement or to
provide support for durable peacemaking. They may risk being
labelled as ‘pro-terrorist’ just by seeking to explore ways of
addressing the conflict. 

4.2 Better to be perceived as an 
international peacemaker 
While conflict resolution may help to reduce terrorism by
addressing some of the grievances that are exploited to give it
legitimacy, developing a reputation as a leading force for
promoting peace by peaceful means might help to prevent the
UK from being a target of terrorist actions and other hostility. It
may help to counterbalance the effects of the UK’s interven-
tionist foreign policy that has seemingly led to increased hostility
towards the UK and radicalizing some elements in the country. 

Particularly since the UK’s involvement in the invasion of Iraq,
opinion abroad of UK foreign policy has become increasingly
negative – especially in the Muslim world. For example, a British
Council survey in 2003 asked respondents in the Middle East to
name the negative aspects of the UK, 37 per cent named its
political stance with the UK’s close relationship with the US the
most frequently cited factor.44
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4.  Making the case: why the UK should increase
and improve support for peace processes

 



Negative attitudes towards British foreign policy appear to be
exploited by extremists to further radicalize those with a sense
of persistent injustice. One of the often-cited, perhaps unfair,
grievances of some Islamist militants hold against the British
government is that the West has failed to act to protect
Muslims in numerous conflicts around the world. While Palestine
is often claimed as the most grievous example, such claims date
back to the failure to protect Bosniak Muslims, Chechens and are
currently extending to the conflict over Nagorny-Karabakh. In
general, inconsistency in Western responses is perceived as a
pattern of injustice that fuels resentment and is conducive to
radical views and even support for extremist responses.45

The UK Parliament Select Committee on Foreign Affairs has also
recognized the links between unresolved conflict, UK foreign
policy and propaganda fuelling global Islamicist militancy.46

“We conclude that propaganda is one of the major tools in al-
Qaeda’s arsenal. We further conclude that progress towards
resolving key international conflicts would go some way to
removing widespread feelings of injustice in the Muslim world
that feed into the causes of and support for terrorism.”47

Yet the government has often tried to dismiss its foreign policy
as a factor that has fuelled radicalization and militancy amongst
some – abroad and, importantly, at home. For example, in the
aftermath of the July 2005 London bombings, the Home Office
established a ‘Preventing Extremism Together’ initiative that
included a working group on extremism and radicalization to
address the process by which some British Muslims were being
radicalized. The government’s starting assumption was that this
is reflective of their being ‘inadequately integrated’ – a line
seemingly connected to Prime Minister Blair’s denial of any link
between the London attacks and the UK’s role in Iraq, the stated
reason for the attack given by some of the bombers. As Shane
Brighton notes:

“This difficulty in situating UK foreign policy within an account of
the radicalization towards violence of some British Muslims, as a
means of objectively assessing how it has or has not contributed
to that radicalization, pervades many of the analyses that
followed the London attacks – including, notably, the PET
report. The issue of foreign policy is raised, its central impor-
tance is noted, but little if any account is offered of its relation-
ship with domestic radicalization. Instead there is a return to the
need for ‘integration’ and by extension for a reworking of the
domestic framework of multiculturalism.”48

These issues are clearly complex and strengthening the UK’s
capacities to be an effective peacemaker is only one element in
a possible foreign policy response to address them. However it
does illustrate the risks of over-reliance on ‘military instruments’
and the exercise of ‘hard’ power as a primary response to
conflict.

4.3 Peacemaking is less expensive –
and potentially more effective – than
military intervention
A Bradford University study estimated that, on average, each £1
spent on prevention generates a £4 saving to the international
community.49 This becomes a compelling argument for why the
government and others need to ‘spend to save’; a fact the gov-
ernment has recognized in a number of its policy documents.
The government’s Investing in prevention study goes further to
acknowledge that the indirect impacts of instability on the UK in
terms of energy security, criminal activity, migration, asylum
and foregone economic opportunities are not included in these
calculations – thus making efforts to manage instability and
conflict effectively a core national interest.50

Nevertheless, armed conflicts and wars still occur and need to
be addressed. Military intervention and stabilization are very
costly responses, although they may be necessary occasionally.
Yet using the UK’s diplomatic and development instruments to
support the political resolution of conflict – both for preventive
diplomacy and for peace negotiations – costs comparatively
little. According to an off-the-record comment by a Treasury
official, the ‘military tool’ is estimated to cost ten times as much
as diplomatic activity and other economic and technical support.
Yet in practice it is far easier to secure funds for military activi-
ties because the Treasury releases money for UK military activ-
ities from contingency funds but money for non-military
purposes has to be found in departments' existing budgets.51

Furthermore, over-reliance on military-based intervention risks
overstretching the UK armed forces. The government has been
criticized both by senior members of the armed services and by
its political opponents for its strategy, which has sometimes
seemed over-reliant on using the armed services as the
spearhead of foreign policy. 

Ultimately, an agreement reached through an inclusive and com-
prehensive peace process is likely to prove more durable and
effective in preventing the resurgence of armed conflict than
mere stabilization bolstered by international forces, for the
reasons described above. This, most would agree, is money well
spent.

4.4 Eradicating poverty and achieving
the MDGs are dependent on peace 
and stability
Crystallizing with its presidency of the European Union and
hosting the G8 summit in 2005, the government has made
poverty eradication a central concern. The government sees it
as both a good in its own right and as one of the keys to a more
secure world, as a part of what Prime Minister Blair refers to as
the “universal application of global values”.52
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Violent conflict dramatically erodes development gains and
impedes efforts to end poverty. The UK Parliament’s Select
Committee on International Development has warned that an
increase in violent conflict could in effect cancel out the
increases in aid resulting from the 2005 commitments.53

According to DFID, poor people are increasingly concentrated in
fragile states and by 2010 half the world’s poorest people could
be living in countries experiencing or at risk of violent conflict.54

Armed conflict is recognized as a significant threat to achieving
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).55 Of the 34
countries furthest from achieving the goals, 22 are emerging
from conflict. Prevention and sustainable peacebuilding are
therefore necessary to achieve the MDGs.56

The government has strongly recognized the links between
conflict and poverty, particularly in reference to development
challenges in Africa.57 Similar observations could be made about
conflicts in Asia and elsewhere. Yet little attention has been paid
to the importance of supporting good peace processes that are
able to resolve underlying conflict issues and help reconcile war-
torn communities.

4.  MAKING THE CASE: WHY THE UK SHOULD INCREASE AND IMPROVE SUPPPORT FOR PEACE PROCESSES

20 conciliation resources    

 



Despite the promise and necessity of peacemaking and the
many reasons why effective peace processes are in the UK’s
interests, this area of its response to conflict is comparatively
neglected. Chapter 2 outlined a conceptual, policy, institutional
and practice ‘gap’ around peacemaking in British foreign policy.
This chapter examines UK foreign, security and development
policy in greater depth to document the UK’s current approach
to conflict and the ways in which it essentially sidelines conflict
resolution.

Preventing and resolving conflict is however identified as one of
the top ten strategic international priorities of the United
Kingdom for the next ten years. The government fully appreci-
ates the reasons why it is important to respond to conflict
effectively. As the FCO’s website explains:

“The cost of conflict in terms of lives lost, communities divided
and livelihoods destroyed is immense. The benefit to the UK and
the wider international community of resolving violent conflicts
and their aftermath is substantial. Conflicts have the potential to
destabilise countries and regions, displace people as interna-
tional refugees and provide havens for criminal and terrorist
activity. In an increasingly interdependent world, the conse-
quences of conflict are felt directly in the UK. Preventing conflict
is an integral part of our work to promote international security
and stability, protect human rights and reduce poverty.”58

Yet the UK’s formal policy instruments, including FCO and DFID
White Papers, are almost completely silent on how HMG can
support social and political processes that aim to resolve conflict
and negotiated peace processes. 

The one exception is DFID’s new conflict policy59 launched in
March 2007, which fully recognizes the importance of such
processes in its analysis. Yet it does not elaborate how the 
government will develop or implement a concerted political,
economic and diplomatic strategy to support peace processes.
The fact that the policy was signed off across Whitehall does
provide an opportunity for the government to do this, however. 

The predominant emphasis of this government’s approach
towards armed conflict is to respond through various forms of
intervention rather than giving primacy to supporting the con-
flicting parties to resolve their differences. The government
seems to assume that conflicts can be addressed through the
projection of British power – whether ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ – rather
than through political dialogue amongst the parties themselves.

An ‘activist’ foreign policy: prevention and intervention 
at the expense of resolution?
In recent years, UK foreign policy has been heavily dominated by
the ‘activist’ approach to its role in the world. Arguing that glob-
alization has led to an interdependence of threats, it sought to
make the UK proactive in responding to challenges. Prime
Minister Tony Blair argued in March 2006: 

“Over these past nine years, Britain has pursued a markedly
different foreign policy. We have been strongly activist, justi-
fying our actions, even if not always successfully, at least as
much by reference to values as interests. We have constructed
a foreign policy agenda that has sought to link, in values, military
action in Kosovo, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan and Iraq with diplo-
matic action on climate change, world trade, Africa and
Palestine. The basic thesis is that the defining characteristic of
today’s world is its interdependence; that whereas the
economics of globalisation are well matured, the politics of
globalisation are not; and that unless we articulate a common
global policy based on common values, we risk chaos threat-
ening our stability, economic and political, through letting
extremism, conflict or injustice go unchecked. The consequence
of this thesis is a policy of engagement not isolation; and one
that is active not reactive.”60

At the same time, the government’s foreign policy seems
motivated by the desire to retain and promote the UK’s influence
as a world power. This is clearly indicated in the Prime Minister’s
January 2007 speech where he argued the need for the UK to
retain its capacity to utilize both ‘hard’ and ‘soft power’ and,
specifically, to be able to engage in both ‘war fighting’ and in
peacekeeping. Recognizing that the former is controversial, he
argues that:

“The risk…is that the politicians decide it’s all too difficult and
default to an unstated, passive disengagement, that doing the
right thing slips almost unconsciously into doing the easy thing.
Many countries are already in this position. But the conse-
quences for Britain are hugely significant. Before we know it and
without anyone ever really deciding it, in a strategic way, the
‘hard’ part of British foreign policy could be set to one side; the
Armed Forces relegated to an essentially peacekeeping role and
Britain’s reach, effect and influence qualitatively reduced.”61

In addition to the risk of reducing Britain’s influence in the world,
Blair argues that the UK’s military power is necessary because:
“Global interdependence requires global values commonly or
evenly applied. But sometimes force is necessary to get the
space for those values to be applied: in Sierra Leone or Kosovo
for example. So, for me, the setting aside of ‘hard’ power leads
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inexorably to the weakening of ‘soft’ power.”62

The government appears to operate on the implicit assumption
that conflicts can be effectively addressed through the projec-
tion of British power – whether hard or soft. Little attention is
given to the role of the primary protagonists to the conflict (ie
the belligerent parties) and those in conflict-affected societies
in developing political solutions to their differences. And there is
little recognition of the fact that external intervention
sometimes makes the situation worse. In fact, there are signs
that the government aims to further strengthen the UK’s
capacity to intervene militarily – both to secure its strategic
interests and when it perceives it has the “moral imperative” to
do so in response to humanitarian crises.63 For example, the
January 2007 background paper prepared by the Cabinet Office
for the Policy Review on the theme ‘Britain in the World’ states: 

“We are likely to use our armed forces in both conflict and non-
conflict situations to intervene at source when our strategic
interests are threatened, to maintain the security and stability of
the international system and when we have the moral impera-
tive to do so (e.g. in response to humanitarian crises). But there
will be less distinction between conflict and non-conflict 
situations, and operating environments will become more
demanding. Military action alone will not be enough: integrated
civilian and military solutions will be needed.”

Increasingly, it seems that the predominant emphasis of the
government’s approach to violent conflict is intervention,
balanced by efforts to address some of the structural factors
that can cause conflict. This overlooks the need for foreign
countries to make concerted efforts to foster and support 
comprehensive peace processes wherever they are needed.64

Conflict-affected actors seem to be implicitly relegated to the
status of objects of foreign response rather than viewed as
subjects having a degree of agency in deciding how they will act
toward the conflict and opportunities for peace. Their role in
responding to their own conflict appears to be marginalized in
the government’s overall strategy for responding to conflict.

This general approach has been reflected in many of the
thematic policies of key government departments with direct
responsibilities for implementing foreign policy. While the gov-
ernment emphasizes the role of international organizations in
helping to support conflict resolution, it stresses developing the
UN and regional organizations’ capacities for conflict prevention
and, should that fail, direct intervention. The prevalent discourse
and strategy appears to veer between a highly technocratic
approach, on the one hand, and a military interventionist
approach on the other. The government fails to maintain a
central and consistent focus on engaging politically to encourage
parties towards a negotiated agreement and to foster more
inclusive and comprehensive peace processes.

In many ways, it seems as though there is a ‘concept gap’ in gov-
ernment on the centrality of dealing with conflict through
political means. This is then reflected in UK’s security, foreign,
development policies, which reveal uneven and disjointed
approach towards conflict resolution and peace processes. This
policy incoherence is then reflected in the fact that the

necessary infrastructure and resources to support peace
processes exist only erratically across HMG. 

5.1  Risks of instability, ‘fragile states’
and stabilization: new agendas that
short-circuit resolution-oriented
approaches
Many of the government’s current policies towards conflict are
influenced by a major initiative of the Prime Minister’s Strategy
Unit in 2004-05 on how to respond to countries ‘at risk of
instability’. Its report, Investing in prevention: an international
strategy to manage risks of instability and improve crisis
response,65 appears to have been mainstreamed into govern-
ment priorities and been the basis for a number of subsequent
policy instruments.66

The study argues powerfully for more effective international
responses to reduce the risk of instability and thereby prevent
crises and the enormous and tragic costs they entail. As such, it
made a valuable contribution in moving conflict prevention up
the international agenda and has helped to mobilize greater
resources to address this challenge. The report provides an
evidence-based analytic framework to identify the causes and
dynamics of instability; it also sets out measures and initiatives
to address the causes of instability and to strengthen interna-
tional response capacities should crises arise. It recognizes that
a country’s capacity to manage conflict effectively and peace-
fully and to adapt to change is central to creating stability. 

Crucially, the analytical framework for the study focuses almost
exclusively on sets of risk factors for instability and ways they
can be addressed by international policy responses.67 Most of
its recommendations focus on reducing structural risks – such
as poverty and economic decline, dependency on extractive
industries and a ‘bad regional neighbourhood’ – and promoting
external stabilizers, such as security guarantees and member-
ship in desirable international ‘clubs’, such as the EU.

Yet the study omits the fundamental questions of conflict reso-
lution practitioners: Who are the parties to the conflict? What
do they want? Are there ways to mutually satisfy basic needs
and reach compromise on less central goals? Such questions as
these stem from an understanding of conflict as the pursuit of
seemingly incompatible goals, which may or may not be pursued
through violent means. The failure to ask these basic questions
means that attention is directed away from identifying griev-
ances, as they are perceived by specific groups within the
society, and away from considering means through which they
could be addressed. Furthermore, greater attention is devoted
to the policy responses of external actors than to convening
parties to potential conflict in negotiated dialogue on how to
address their disputes. 

In a report of almost 200 pages, the role of mediation in
responding to instability is addressed in two rather minor para-
graphs. In these, it recommends strengthening the ‘good offices’
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capacities of the United Nations and other multilaterals, largely
through staff training and increasing the strategic capacity and
resources of relevant departments – especially the UN
Department of Political Affairs.68 The recommendations do not
mention the significance of Member States actively supporting
peace negotiations through their policies and actions. Nor does
it encourage the UK to strengthen its own capacities to play
such a role effectively. The report gives some attention to mul-
tilateral institutions for peacebuilding operations and to conflict
financing.  However the chapter on improving response to crises
gives its most significant attention to improving peace support
operations.69

As such, the Countries At Risk of Instability project appears to
have set the trend in looking more to stabilization and state-
building than to conflict resolution and peacebuilding. It also
frames a policy strategy based on trying to directly address risk
factors on the one hand while strengthening the intervention
capacities of the international system on the other. While pro-
gressive in its emphasis on prevention, it seems to ignore the
capacities of local actors to be agents in making their own peace
and is silent on the potential of peace processes to build country
capacity and resilience. These omissions are echoed subse-
quently in the full range of policies guiding other relevant gov-
ernment departments.70

5.2  The FCO and foreign policy:
overlooking conflict resolution as a 
core institutional aim
The FCO’s March 2006 White Paper, Active Diplomacy for a
Changing World: the UK’s International Priorities, proclaims that: 

“We are committed to improving further the UK’s capacity to
tackle the root causes of conflict; to intervene effectively in
conflict situations; and to make our contribution to building a
sustainable peace when the fighting is over. We are improving
our capacity to spot countries at risk of instability and to help
them develop more stable and democratic government. We
have established an inter-departmental Post-Conflict
Reconstruction Unit to contribute better to the civilian aspects
of reconstruction. And we are campaigning to end irresponsible
arms transfers which fuel conflict around the world.”71

To achieve its strategic international priority goal of preventing
and resolving conflict, the White Paper specifically aims to
promote implementation of the newly codified norm of the
‘responsibility to protect’. It also aims to “strengthen the
capacity of the UN, EU, NATO and other regional organizations to
respond to conflict, humanitarian crises and post-conflict situa-
tions, including through an effective UN Peace-Building
Commission” and to “strengthen the EU’s capacity to carry out
military and civilian operations and make sure that this capacity
reinforces NATO,” among other specific measures.72

In this and in other official policy documents and reports the
FCO does not present a clear strategy for how it can work sys-
tematically to support political process of conflict resolution

through its diplomacy. Instead it promotes a host of structural
responses aimed at tackling the root causes and triggers of
conflict and building peace once the fighting has stopped. It also
aims to strengthen the UK’s and international capacities to
intervene effectively, such as by deploying armed forces and
police officers in peace support operations aimed at “creating
conditions that allow peace and security to develop”.73

These structural and operational measures are important. Yet
Active Diplomacy does not mention how the UK can support
political negotiations, mediation or the wider challenges in
promoting the peaceful resolution of conflict through peace
processes. They are not enumerated in the section outlining the
‘specific aims’ of the FCO. Nor does it specify how the FCO could
best use the diplomatic instruments at its disposal to promote
peace processes. It does state that a specific aim for the FCO is
to work with the MOD and DFID to “ensure effective interna-
tional action to tackle conflicts and support countries emerging
from conflict, in particular in Iraq, Afghanistan, the Balkans and
Eastern Europe, the Middle East, Sudan and elsewhere in Africa
and South Asia”.74 Yet this rather general language does not
directly detail peace negotiations. Read together with the
document as a whole, it would seem that support for peace
processes remains marginalized.

There are, however, numerous cases where the FCO is actually
involved in supporting peace processes. For example, it has a
Middle East Peace Process Team aimed at ensuring a coherent
UK strategy that is supportive of the Quartet’s efforts.75 It also
supports several British ‘special representatives’ to regions in
conflict, such as the South Caucasus (see box on page 28). The
diplomatic corps more generally are involved in efforts aimed at
resolving conflicts in many parts of the world. The FCO has
created a special ‘Conflict Issues Group’ within the International
Security Directorate. Much of the focus of the group, however,
is on the UK’s involvement in crafting the mandates and the
operation of international missions as well as taking a policy lead
on thematic challenges in a systematic global response to
conflict. Additionally, the FCO hosts the Global Conflict
Prevention Pool and is one of the core departments in the Africa
Conflict Prevention Pool, both of which are potentially valuable
mechanisms for responding to conflict, as described below. 

Despite these units and mechanisms, it seems that the FCO
does not systematically focus on support for conflict resolution.
It could draw on some of the effective mechanisms it has used
on an ad hoc basis to develop a coherent institutional architec-
ture to spearhead the UK’s support for peace processes.
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5.3  DFID: Conflict as a 
development challenge
DFID views conflict primarily as a threat to its principal goal of
eliminating poverty. For many years, DFID has been among the
world leaders in promoting effective international engagement
on conflict and, more recently, in ‘fragile states’. Within the UK,
DFID has become well-established as a lead agency on policy,
operations, and donor coordination in response to conflict in
many parts of the world. In fact, the development and conflict
discourses have become so entwined that conflict is sometimes
viewed principally as a development challenge and consequently
the primary responsibility goes to DFID to prevent it. 

Similarly to the FCO, DFID’s conflict policy concentrates on the
structural and operational dimensions of the international
response to conflict. Nevertheless DFID’s 2006 White Paper,
Eliminating World Poverty: Making Governance Work for the
Poor, is far more explicit in recognizing the significance of social
and political processes than the FCO. Furthermore, DFID does at
least mention the importance of mediation and conflict resolu-
tion. In its section on ‘tackling conflict and building peace’ it
notes that: 

“Meditation through the UN, AU and sub-regional bodies is
critical to resolving conflict. More civil wars have been brought to
an end in the past fifteen years through negotiation than in the
previous two centuries. Diplomatic efforts by the UK and other
international partners can help – as we are trying to do in Darfur.
And, behind the scenes, local and non-governmental organisa-
tions play an important role in defusing conflict and reconciling
communities. Mediation efforts deserve more support.”76

Yet the specific commitments section of the White Paper only
mentions working with international organizations to build their
capacity and to respond to conflict.77 It does not address how it
can best support ‘local and non-governmental organizations’
(other than through its funding, as important as this can be) nor
does it mention building the UK government’s capacity to support
conflict resolution in all the countries where it would be relevant. 

‘Preventing violent conflict’: shifting concepts,
if not shifting strategy
This trend may change with DFID’s new conflict policy,
Preventing violent conflict, which was launched in March 2007.
The policy sets forth a clear conceptual understanding of
conflict, seemingly for the first time in UK government policy
documents:

“Conflict exists in all societies at all times and need not neces-
sarily be negative or destructive. Conflict is the pursuit of
contrary or seemingly incompatible interests – whether
between individuals, groups or countries. It can be a major force
for positive social change. In states with good governance,
strong civil society and robust political and social systems where
human rights are protected, conflicting interests are managed
and ways found for groups to pursue their goals peacefully.
Where there is poor governance, however, grievances, disillu-

sionment, competition for resources and disputes are more likely
to become violent.”78

Stemming from this understanding, the policy acknowledges
that the most significant groups in resolving conflict are the
people involved and that even seemingly intractable conflicts
can end once political leaders decide that peace is better than
fighting.79 It also profiles the important peacemaking and
peacebuilding roles that can be played by civil society. In so
doing, it bucks the trend towards treating conflicts as problems
to be fixed by external actors. Its goals are to: (1) help prevent
conflicts from becoming violent by supporting the political and
social processes that manage conflicts peacefully, (2) improve
DFID’s responses to violent conflict by increasing its practical
and political support to peace processes, and (3) ensure all its
development work is ‘conflict-sensitive’. 

The predominant means for offering this support appears to be
financial rather than political or technical. It explicitly mentions
funding for capacity building of international institutions –
namely the UN, EU and African Union – and (implicitly) for civil
society efforts. It also specifies that “where it is well placed to
assist, the UK through either DFID or the Global or African
Conflict Prevention Pools will offer financial, technical and
political support for strong peace processes, making efforts to
ensure women are included.”80 Yet it is unclear how this political
support will be mobilized, given the fact that DFID is a develop-
ment agency (albeit an influential one) and the Pools are essen-
tially a funding mechanism. 

What is missing from the policy is specification of how the 
government as a whole will develop a strategy on supporting
specific peace processes and then deploy the diplomatic,
political, financial and technical resources at its disposal to
pursue this strategy. The priority that will be given to peace
processes vis-à-vis other policy goals is also unclear. While it is
doubtless outside of DFID’s remit to drive forward the cross-
Whitehall process this would entail, the policy paper neverthe-
less seems to underscore the absence of such a strategic
framework.

‘Fragile states’ and ‘statebuilding’: the high-priority agenda
In recent years, DFID has placed considerable emphasis on
addressing the challenge of development in what it terms
‘fragile states’. It developed its policy on fragile states concur-
rently with the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit’s ‘countries at risk
of instability’ project, described above. DFID considers fragile
states to be those that “cannot or will not deliver what citizens
need to live decent, secure lives,” are the most difficult to help
develop and “are more likely to become unstable, to destabilise
neighbours, to create refugee flows, to spread disease and to be
bases for terrorists.”81 Not all fragile states are affected by
violent conflict, nor are all conflict-affected countries charac-
terized by fragile states. Yet there is a strong overlap between
the two, both in terms of causes and in terms of consequences. 

Nevertheless, the policy discourse around fragile states – and
the ‘state-building’ agenda that has emerged in response –
seems to have supplanted a more explicit focus on conflict and
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the ‘peacebuilding’ agenda within DFID, though perhaps not as
much as within other departments such as the FCO. While the
peacebuilding discourse focuses attention on the role of conflict
parties and people in working towards peace, statebuilding
tends to involve a much more technocratic approach to institu-
tional capacity building coupled with pressure to generate
political will for reform. It will be interesting to see whether and
how the new conflict policy will shape the strategies that DFID
(and HMG more widely) develop for supporting peace processes
in some fragile states, such as Sudan and Nepal. In other
countries considered to be fragile, greater emphasis is given to
statebuilding strategies that are silent on the concurrent chal-
lenges of sustaining an effective peace process. 

DFID: developing its institutional architecture for 
responding to conflict
DFID has played an active technical and financing role in
addressing some common conflict challenges. The Conflict,
Humanitarian and Security Department (CHASE) was created to
lead on policy and to provide advice and support on conflict to
other parts of DFID and other bodies. 

Many of these strategies include components essential for con-
solidating a peace process, such as security sector reform (SSR)
and demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration (DDR).
Building on this technical and operational expertise, it has
increasingly moved into other areas of institutional reform, such
as rule of law and public financial management. Yet these are
typically post-settlement activities and therefore tend to
weight UK involvement towards the later stages of responding
to conflict. Aside from these points of thematic expertise, DFID
has aimed to strengthen its institutional capacity to respond to
conflict effectively, although this has not yet been main-
streamed into all the Department’s work.82

Lack of funding for peace processes?
Looking ahead, changes in development policy may mean that
the UK provides fewer resources for peacemaking. DFID may
concentrate all its programmes – and its vastly increased budget
– on eliminating poverty in Low Income Countries.83 This has
the potential to decrease its capacity to respond to conflicts in
medium-income countries, where numerous actual or potential
armed conflicts exist, whether Azerbaijan, Georgia, Colombia,
Indonesia, Lebanon or Philippines, to name only a few. A com-
mitment to working in states it deems ‘fragile’ could incorporate
many of these low-middle income countries. 

The FCO, which might be well-placed to play a constructive
operational role in supporting peace processes in these
countries, does not have programme funds, other than those
available through the Conflict Prevention Pools, and has few
specialist staff working on peacemaking. Nor does support for
peace processes fit PCRU’s current remit, as its mandate is 
predominately about operational response strategies.
Consequently, it is likely that HMG’s institutional capacities to
play a sustained, proactive and strategic role in support of
peacemaking will be further reduced if DFID closes its pro-
grammes in many medium-income countries.

5.4  Countering international terrorism:
a gap in the strategy
The UK’s strategy for countering terrorism (known within gov-
ernment as CONTEST) recognizes the importance of preventing
terrorism by tackling the radicalization of individuals.84

Prevention is one of the four principal areas of the strategy and
it includes both domestic and international elements. Yet the
measures it specifies seem inadequate to meet the challenge
presented.  International measures include development assis-
tance and projects to support reform in the Muslim world,
scholarships, and public diplomacy by “doing more to explain
that our foreign policy is based upon striving for UK interests in
a safe, just and prosperous world and to counter extremists’
allegations that it has an anti-Islamic agenda.”85 In a subsequent
‘box’ itemizing UK support for Muslims across the world, the
strategy paper lists UK support for peace processes in Kashmir,
Palestine and Darfur. While these measures may be valuable in
their own right, even taken together they seem far from com-
prising a comprehensive and strategic approach to tackling
conflict as an aspect of prevention (of terrorism). 

The strategy does not take into account the ways in which pro-
tracted conflicts in many parts of the world stem from and in
turn fuel grievances that may contribute to radicalization. There
are many other protracted violent conflicts around the world
that have been framed by both the protagonists of the ‘war on
terror’ and by radical Islamists as the frontlines of struggle.
These include conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as in
Chechnya, Kashmir, Mindanao, and Somalia, to name just a few.
Each of these situations is unique and stems from its own
specific history of grievances and conflict dynamics that need to
be painstakingly addressed.

The government has not made resolving many of these conflicts
a key priority – even though addressing them could be seen as
a strategic imperative for reducing the risk of terrorism over the
medium to long-term. Instead this important element of pre-
vention receives only erratic attention. This is probably due more
to oversight rather than considered intent. Furthermore, there is
a persistent reluctance to acknowledge that the government’s
own policies – particularly in Iraq – have done much to
aggravate perceived grievances against the UK, which is consid-
ered by many, particularly in the Muslim world, to be an illegal
invader aiming to control Iraqi oil wealth rather than a protector
of Iraqi people as the government argues.

In a speech made in October 2006, Gordon Brown stressed that
in addressing the threat posed by terrorism, it is necessary to
consider every means and every resource – including all methods
of diplomacy – and that “at each stage we scrutinise the policies
we have, the structures we have in place and the resources we
have available and ask to what extent…they are fit for purpose not
just to contain this new threat but to overcome it.” He recognizes
that “Nothing can justify terrorists’ acts. But as we tackle injustices
that breed resentment we must match our security strategy with
an economic and political strategy too.”86 He goes on to acknowl-
edge the need to “put the Middle East road map back on track.” 
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Yet Brown fails to note that this challenge is much wider than
Israel and Palestine, as important as this situation may be. It is
also necessary to work to resolve conflicts in Iraq and
Afghanistan and all the other many contexts mentioned previ-
ously. However the UK’s policies, structures and resources are
not yet ‘fit for purpose’ in implementing a coherent political or
economic strategy to successfully support peace processes in
these myriad conflict situations. Other objectives – including
not wanting to upset relations with governments, who are
typically parties to the conflict – often take precedence.
Similarly, Brown’s goal of establishing the equivalent of a
‘Marshall Plan for Africa’ to address poverty and promote
education, also mentioned in his speech, is laudable. Yet one of
the major stumbling blocks in achieving this goal are the many
unresolved conflicts that continue to destroy lives and erode
development. 

5.5  Comprehensive Spending Review:
aiming for the government to be ‘fit for
purpose’ for the next five years
One of the major policy processes underway since July 2005
has been the government’s second Comprehensive Spending
Review “to identify what further investments and reforms are
needed to equip the UK for the global challenges of the decade
ahead”. The CSR is a long-term and fundamental review of 
government expenditure.87

As a part of the CSR, the Government analyzed key long-term
trends and challenges that will shape the next decade. Intra-
state and inter-state instability are considered a key factor in
global uncertainty, of which violent conflict is the most extreme
manifestation. The report’s assessment of conflict is one of the
few instances in this government’s policy papers where political
processes are explicitly acknowledged as an essential factor in
conflict.

“It is widely accepted that both structural and political factors
are important. Conflict occurs when grievances and stresses can
no longer be handled by existing political systems. It requires a
political decision by some of the actors to make use of violence
as a means to obtain advantage of some kind, such as political
power or increased access to resources. The importance of
these political drivers is as true of intra-state conflict as of
inter-state conflict.”88

Nevertheless, the CSR report goes on to reiterate the FCO’s
Active Diplomacy approach to these issues, emphasising
support for the UN Peacebuilding Commission, which has only a
‘post-conflict’ mandate.89

5.6  Cross-Whitehall structures for
responding to conflict
In recent years the government has created a number of new
institutional structures and mechanisms aimed at increasing the

UK’s capacities to respond to conflict effectively. While these
have made important contributions to implementing conflict
policies, they remain largely directed toward international peace
support operations and post-settlement peacebuilding and ‘sta-
bilization’. 

Post-Conflict Reconstruction Unit
The Post Conflict Reconstruction Unit (PCRU) was established
at the end of 2004 as a tri-departmental Unit of the Ministry of
Defence, Department for International Development and the
Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Its focus is on ‘stabilization’,
which the PCRU defines as: “The process by which underlying
tensions that might lead to a resurgence in violence and a break-
down in law and order are managed and reduced, whilst efforts
are made to support preconditions for successful longer-term
development.”90

PCRU currently focuses on governance, security and justice and
plans to develop capacities for infrastructure and livelihood
projects. It aims to provide the UK and its partners with inte-
grated assessment and planning support, underpinned by an
operational capability, and to deliver more effective stabilization
operations, along with efforts to learn lessons from operations
where it has been active.

While the PCRU is not a policy-making body, it has begun to
develop instruments to guide its assessments and approach to
stabilization. While these were still in the development phase,
conversations with staff indicated that support for peace
processes and the implementation of peace agreements has not,
thus far, been an explicit aim of the approach. Nor has it been
part of the strategic conception of operations.91

This is perhaps because much of the work thus far has been in
Afghanistan and Iraq, conflicts that have not been characterized
by peace processes (although there have been considerable
political ‘pact making’ processes, which can bear similar charac-
teristics). It may also be due to the fact that much of the
emphasis has been on military-civilian planning and coordination
with a strongly technical approach, rather than on peacebuilding
strategies leading to longer-term socio-political change.
Nevertheless, ‘stabilization’ is likely to be difficult in many
contexts in the absence of a strong political framework for
resolving the conflict and substantive agreements paving the
way for state reform and longer-term development.

The Conflict Prevention Pools
The Conflict Prevention Pools (CPPs) were set up in 2001 as a
part of a push toward ‘joined up government’. They are run
jointly by the FCO, DFID and MOD and are intended to stimulate
joint policy formulation, programme delivery and “a more
strategic and cost-effective approach to conflict reduction”.92

The Africa Conflict Prevention Pool (ACPP) covers Sub-Saharan
Africa and is hosted by DFID, while the Global Conflict
Prevention Pool (GCPP) is hosted by the FCO covers the rest of
the world. They address conflict prevention and management,
as well as some post-conflict reconstruction by bringing
together diplomacy, defence and development work in a
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common strategy based on a conflict analysis shared between
the three departments. They have been an important source of
funding for peace processes and peacebuilding initiatives more
generally in numerous countries.

In practice, CPP strategies and programme activities tend to be
only one, often small, component in UK policy towards the
conflict situation. In some cases, it is principally a funding
mechanism for stand-alone projects rather than part of a
broader strategy.93 Furthermore, the disbursement of funds has
meant that there are comparatively few resources available for
the political and social processes of resolving conflict. The vast
majority of funds allocated have been directed towards peace-
keeping and peace enforcement operations. Security sector
reform and DDR are the other significant activities funded
through the CPPs. Additionally, a significant – and many would
say disproportionate – amount of funding has been allocated to
programmes in Iraq and Afghanistan.94 According to an evalua-
tion of the Pools:

“A large share, about 30 per cent, of GCPP country programme
spending in 2003/4 allocations was devoted to Afghanistan. In
the ACPP, almost 60 per cent has gone to Sierra Leone. After
those slices are taken out, and thematic strategies are funded,
the share of CPP non-peacekeeping funds allocated to other
types of activities is quite low. For many conflict situations, the
CPPs’ main function has become that of a seed fund or a
mobilizer of action by others, mostly by local actors.”95

Furthermore, a survey of the specific strategy overviews
published on websites reveals that some have an explicit aim of
supporting political negotiations and peace processes, such as
the GCPP strategy for Nepal96 or the ACPP strategy for the
Great Lakes Region.97 Yet many of the strategies appear to be
focused on security sector reform and state-building activities,
on the one hand, or on international peace support operations
on the other – once again reflecting the way peacemaking per
se is overlooked.

Conflict specific structures and strategies
It is not always clear where strategies are developed and
decisions made on how the UK will respond to specific conflict
situations. Since 2000, the government has created several
institutional mechanisms to foster greater inter-departmental
cooperation. As discussed below, this has been partially suc-
cessful – particularly in relation to conflicts that are not viewed
as high strategic priorities for the government. It seems,
however, that when a conflict is considered to directly threaten
national security or other key interests, the strategy is deter-
mined in the Cabinet Office – often far removed from the
officials working on the conflict situation on an ongoing basis.
Critics point out that the result has often been an alignment of
the British strategy with the US’s approach – as seen in the
conflict between Lebanon and Israel in August 2006 and more
recently in Somalia. 

There are a number of instances where the government has
created a dedicated team to guide its overall involvement in a
peace process – such as the Middle East Peace Process Team in

the FCO, or the more informal but coherent relations between
the government officials working on the South Caucasus (see
box). A particularly interesting example is the mechanism
created to oversee the UK’s involvement in Sudan.

The Sudan Unit: “joined-up” government in practice? 
The joint FCO-DFID Sudan Unit is unique in the UK government.
Originally established in 2002 to integrate UK support for the
peace process, because of its utility to both departments it
continued after the subsequent Comprehensive Peace
Agreement was signed between the Sudanese government and
the SPLA/M. The Unit is intended to be a one-stop-shop for
political, development and humanitarian policy on Sudan. It
reports to both the Foreign Secretary and the Secretary of State
for International Development. The team – drawn from both
government departments – brings together expertise on
foreign and development policy. The British Embassy and DFID
office in Khartoum are an extended part of the Unit. This inte-
grated approach has proven extremely useful in the Sudan
context, where political, humanitarian and development issues
are closely linked. DFID has benefited from FCO political analysis
and reciprocally has delivered aid in support of the peace
process. The Sudan Unit is regarded as a prime example of
joined-up government, winning a Public Servant of the Year
Award in 2004. The Sudan Unit's philosophy is one of working
with others, both within Whitehall (where it plays a central role
in coordinating UK policy towards Sudan), the international
community (for example through the establishment of the
Sudan Contact Group, which the UK has chaired) and other
stakeholders (e.g. NGOs, parliamentarians, the media). The
creation of the Unit has increased the UK’s ability to deal quickly
with a range of issues – be they peace talks, tackling human
rights, military/security requirements, providing for IDPs, debt
relief, donor co-ordination, health and education.

The Sudan Unit has been an important institutional mechanism
bringing greater coherence to the UK’s involvement in Sudan. Yet
it also reveals the limitations inherent in strengthening institu-
tions in the absence of a deeper conceptual appreciation of the
requirements of good peacemaking. This is witnessed in the UK’s
participation in the ‘deadline diplomacy’ tactics at the Abuja
talks on Darfur (see box). This reveals the need for the UK to
address all the gaps – conceptual, policy, institutional and
practice – so as to be able to give consistently strong support
for effective peace processes.

5.  UK CONFLICT RESPONSE: MAPPING THE GAP ON PEACE PROCESSES
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5.7  Challenges for filling the 
peacemaking gap
If support for peace processes was at the centre of the UK’s
response to conflict, more political attention, institutional struc-
tures and financial resources would be directed towards the
challenge of making peace through peaceful means. The gov-
ernment would work to better mainstream and integrate long-
term support for prevention and conflict resolution into the
work of all relevant departments and strengthen mechanisms to
integrate strategies across the system. In response to the need
for expertise, a specialized unit or team could be established. It
would provide expertise and backstop support for the UK’s
involvement in preventive diplomacy and peacemaking. 

The government appears to recognize the need to take action to
strengthen the UK’s response to conflict. The review of UK
foreign policy, Building on Progress: Britain in the World 98 calls

for a new cross-governmental conflict strategy “that spans the
entire spectrum, from conflict prevention, management and
stabilization to securing long-term security”.99 To implement
this strategy, it recommends strengthening the central govern-
ment machinery at both the ministerial and office levels, among
other measures. There is an opportunity for the government to
put conflict resolution, through support for peace processes and
preventive diplomacy, at the centre of this new conflict
strategy. DFID’s Preventing violent conflict policy, signed-off by
the Cabinet, sets out a solid framework for understanding
conflict, peace processes and the need to support local actors in
resolving their own conflicts. The government should build on
this foundation to develop and implement a strategic approach
for deploying its political, diplomatic and economic resources in
the response to conflict.
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The UK’s role in the conflict over Abkhazia:
good practice in opening space for 
engagement, reducing isolation and
encouraging reform
Since the outbreak of war in 1992, the UK has played a quiet
role in the Georgia / Abkhazia peace process. The UK has
sought to support the peace process politically, economi-
cally and technically. It has supported multilateral efforts
primarily through the UN, but also through the OSCE in its
role as an observer, as well as international NGOs.

The UN chairs official negotiations within the ‘Geneva
Process’, which is supported by the Friends of the
Secretary-General on Georgia – a self-appointed group con-
sisting of France, Germany, Russia, the US and the UK.
Russia and the USA, with their close relationships with the
Abkhaz and Georgian authorities respectively, are often
seen as the decisive powers in the process. But the UK and
Germany in particular have played important roles in trying
to open up a more comprehensive and longer-term
approach to peacebuilding in this stalemated conflict
situation. 

The UN’s position is to find a solution to the political status
of Abkhazia within the internationally recognized borders of
Georgia. For much of the past fifteen years, international
organizations and many governments responded to what
they saw as Abkhaz intransigence by isolating it, including
through a package of trade and travel restrictions imposed
through the CIS. Many now recognize that this had the par-
adoxical effect of driving the Abkhaz deeper into depend-
ence on Russia, rather than encouraging it to take a more
flexible position in negotiations. 

Recognizing that isolation and continued under-develop-

ment of Abkhazia was not effective in getting it to make 
concessions, and could impede democratization and peace-
building over the longer term, the UK was a leading voice in
the gradual shift towards international support for economic
development and promoting access and exposure to the
wider world. A step contributing to this was a willingness to
issue laisser-passer travel documentation to enable Abkhaz
civil society activists, politicians and de facto officials to visit
the UK for study visits and dialogue with Georgians. 

First through DFID and later through the Global Conflict
Prevention Pools (GCPP), the UK supported a number of
NGO peacebuilding initiatives aimed at creating a more
conducive atmosphere and underpinning political negotia-
tions over the long term. This included: opening space for
dialogue across the conflict divides through both Track II
diplomacy and civil society initiatives; capacity building ini-
tiatives within Georgian and Abkhaz societies; and chal-
lenging stereotypes and increasing information through
media and public education projects. The EU and USAID
have subsequently drawn inspiration from the UK’s support
for these pioneering initiatives and have embarked on large
capacity building programmes along these lines.

The UK has developed institutional mechanisms enabling it
to pursue a coherent strategy. It has appointed a special
representative, Sir Brian Fall, to help ensure greater
coherence in the strategies pursued by the UK in Moscow,
New York and Tbilisi. The GCPP acts as a mechanism for
developing joint analysis and strategies between the FCO,
DFID and MOD – and even undertook a joint assessment
mission to the region in 2004. The UK has also sent
personnel to the UN Monitoring Mission (UNOMIG), provided
personnel to the OSCE, including the Head of Mission, and
assisted security sector reform and good governance in
Georgia.



1. The UK government should develop a coherent
concept of effective peace processes and preventive
diplomacy to guide its policy, strategy and practice in
multilateral and bilateral responses to conflict:

a) Conduct a study of existing policy and practice to identify
key learning points, drawing on the principles outlined in
this paper. To play a strong role in bilateral and multilateral
peacemaking efforts, the government should develop a
coherent and evidence-based understanding of effective
peace processes. Greater clarity about its interrelationship
with other key responses to conflict – including prevention,
peace support operations, peacebuilding more generally –
can help to sharpen the focus of the UK’s conflict response at
all levels, including its policy, strategy and operations. This
understanding should inform departmental white papers,
with the results mainstreamed into institutional priorities and
budgets. It could be achieved through an inter-departmental
or Cabinet Office-led study, like the Countries at Risk of
Instability project or an independent commission of experts
or other mechanism. The team should draw on and further
explore the principles and criteria suggested in this paper. 

b) Improve practice by learning from experience. The govern-
ment should create a structure to foster systematic efforts
to learn from each situation, to draw out lessons for potential
application elsewhere, and to ensure that the results of com-
parative learning are used by those who are responsible for
developing strategy and practice in current peacemaking
efforts. This could be done through creating a ‘lessons
learned’ or ‘best practice’ unit in the Cabinet Office or
through some other mechanism to systematize learning
across Whitehall. It should include working together with
relevant NGOs and academics. In addition to examining
current cases, reflecting on peacemaking practice should
include: (a) retrospective studies that analyze processes from
ten or more years ago to see how they have played out over
time; and (b) processes with very little international involve-
ment as well as those with extensive international efforts.
There should be strong incentives to learn from painful expe-
riences of ‘failure’ as well as from what has seemed to work
well. It can be done in partnership with other governments,
international organizations and researchers. However it is
achieved, the mechanism must be capable of closing the gap
between those who identify and document these lessons and
the practitioners who need to be able to apply them. 

2. The UK should provide leadership through multilateral
organizations for strong support for conflict resolution
through preventive diplomacy and peace processes: 

a) Utilize the full range of diplomatic instruments available to
the government to build consensus on the need to support
inclusive, comprehensive and participatory peace
processes. The UK should engage with the full range of 
multilateral organizations in which it plays a leading role –
including the UN, EU, Commonwealth, OSCE, NATO and
Council of Europe – to bring greater priority to peacemaking
and a coherent and strategic approach. Learn from and
further develop the UK’s role in multilateral peacemaking
efforts through using such mechanisms as ‘group of friends’
and UK special representatives and ministerial participation in
mediation efforts.

b) Work with others to remove normative barriers impeding
preventive diplomacy and peacemaking. Member states
should address the existing barriers to constructive engage-
ment and cooperation between non-state, state and inter-
governmental actors (including non-state armed groups,
state-like non-state actors and civil society). This should
include a review of proscription policies

c) Support the development of institutional mechanisms and
instruments for early stage dispute resolution and preven-
tive diplomacy. Refine the application of the tools inter-gov-
ernmental organizations already possess to ensure that they
are applied more systematically in all countries experiencing –
or at risk of experiencing – violent conflict. Encourage
regional organizations to develop a high-level and action-
oriented specialized mechanism or body to serve as the
principal catalyst for preventive diplomacy in response to
specific at-risk situations before they have escalated to
wide-scale violence. Provide funding and technical support to
bolster the peacemaking capacities of the UN and regional
organizations. In light of international agreement on the
Responsibility to Protect, there should be greater attention to
the ‘responsibility to prevent’ that is central to this norm. This
should be seen as giving greater weight to resolving disputes
through peaceful means and exploration of the responsibili-
ties of sovereignty this entails.

d) Creating conditions ripe for a negotiated resolution. Make
more effective use of the multiple tools and approaches
available to positively and constructively influence the
choices and behaviour of governments and non-state actors
towards constructive engagement in a peace process.
Develop finely honed instruments to help effectively incen-
tivize the parties to address their differences through peace
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negotiations and help create greater ‘ripeness’ for a negoti-
ated resolution – being careful to underpin rather than
overwhelm the peace process.

e) Ensure that the mandates and operational concept of inter-
national peace support operations support and complement
peace processes and local peacebuilding capacities. The
design of peace support operations should ensure that the
various agencies and partner organizations have comprehen-
sive and coordinated strategies for supporting or comple-
menting the peacemaking initiatives of local actors rather
than displacing them. The government should aim to ensure
that local perspectives are considered in the development of
the mandate and concept of all international peace support
operations it funds. This might include incorporating senior
positions for civil society liaison officers and a budget for
supporting the development of locally-driven strategies and
peacebuilding initiatives. It should aim to ensure that strate-
gies are not significantly biased towards one of the sides, in
ways that end up exacerbating conflict dynamics.

f) Support international capacity building for peacemaking
and preventive diplomacy and ensure there are sufficient
resources for effective operations. The government could
set up an inter-departmental task force or other mechanism
to engage in dialogue with counterparts in other govern-
ments, international organizations and NGOs, possibly under
the auspices of the UN Department of Political Affairs’ new
Mediation Support Unit, to elicit international best practice in
peacemaking and to develop strategies to better address
persistent challenges. 

3. Make conflict resolution a central goal of government
policy and strengthen the UK’s own institutional capaci-
ties to engage effectively in peace processes:

a) Develop a clear policy framework for the UK’s support for
peacemaking. Build on DFID’s new Preventing violent conflict
policy to develop a cross-governmental strategy that has
support for conflict resolution at its centre. In particular,
develop and more clearly articulate the policies guiding the
FCO’s peacemaking role (multilaterally and bilaterally) in civil
war situations. 

b) Mainstream and integrate support for prevention and 
resolution into the policies and strategies of all relevant
government departments. Ensure that FCO, DFID, MOD, DTI
and the Treasury develop a coherent policy for their support
to peace processes. Create inter-departmental mechanisms
to ensure a coherent strategy and joined-up operational
response to specific conflict situations so that opportunities
for peacemaking are seized in a timely and sensitive manner.
Ensure that conflict assessment tools – including DFID’s new
quality of governance assessment – incorporate specific
questions to better connect conflict analysis and response
strategies.

c) Develop specialized capacities to underpin UK involvement
in peace process strategy and mediation efforts.

•  Effectively resource the government’s peacemaking capaci-
ties by creating a unit, team, institute or some other
mechanism (either within the FCO, as an inter-departmental
group, or some sort of quango) that can provide specialized
knowledge, technical advisors and even experienced
mediators to back-stop the government’s involvement in
peace processes.

•  Professionalize the peacemaking skills of key personnel who
are involved in conflict resolution directly as part of mediation
teams and indirectly as part of policy and strategy develop-
ment.

•  Build capacities for the full palette of peacemaking strategies,
including in process development, negotiation, dialogue,
mediation and quiet diplomacy, as well as in innovative
approaches to addressing a range of conflict issues and pro-
cedural challenges.

•  Ensure that the UK is able to provide appropriate funding,
through flexible funding mechanisms able to rapidly disburse
amounts when opportunities emerge and longer-term
sustained funding for processes and programmes addressing
key conflict issues.

d) Provide appropriate funding to support the peaceful reso-
lution of conflict. Funds could be used to support political
negotiation processes, provide resources for confidence
building measures and projects that address specific griev-
ances, as well as finance medium-term initiatives aimed at
peacebuilding, reconciliation and transitional justice. This
could be a part of the mandate of the conflict prevention
pools, so long as there are sufficient measures to ensure that
proactive support for conflict resolution-oriented processes
has a high priority in the allocation of available funds.

e) Provide support and strengthen partnerships with interna-
tional NGOs and local civil society organizations working in
support of peace processes and peacebuilding. Support and
work with the UK’s peacebuilding NGOs and others interna-
tionally to develop strategies and initiatives to respond to
specific conflict situations, as well as systemic factors
causing or exacerbating conflict. Possibly through partner-
ships with international NGOs, support local civil society
peacebuilding initiatives and capacities.

4. The government should support the parties to
conflict to address their differences through peaceful
means:

a) Enable more effective and appropriate engagement with
armed groups. Strategic and principled engagement with
armed groups can build the confidence among belligerents
necessary for a sustainable resolution of the conflict.
Carefully consider the UK’s own policy and strategy for
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engagements. Provide appropriate political and financial
support for third parties’ initiatives to engage armed groups
in peacemaking and support their capacities to participate
effectively in peace processes.

b) Build capacities for effective peace negotiations.

•  As appropriate, the government should provide political
support and technical assistance for negotiation training to all
the parties to increase their confidence in a negotiation
process. 

•  The UK should live up to its commitments to provide practical
support and political encouragement to ensure that women
are represented equally at the decision-making level in formal
peace negotiations, in keeping with Security Council
Resolution 1325.

•  Encourage the parties to foster inclusive and comprehensive
peace process structures and work with any international
mediators / facilitators to help ensure they are working
towards a long time horizon and incorporating lessons from
international best practice.

c) Support greater public participation in peacemaking. 

•  Just as participation has been recognized as a central principle
in development, it also needs to be mainstreamed as an
essential quality of effective conflict policy and peacebuilding
practice – including in peace negotiations. The UK has the
potential to play important roles in supporting participation at
all phases of the peace process.

•  Even prior to the emergence of sustained political negotia-
tions, DFID can provide support to civil society actors to
prepare them for effective participation through training and
capacity building in participation, negotiation and policy for-
mulation. This is an investment not only for the peace process
but also for later democratic participation in policy processes
and ‘good politics’ post-settlement. 

•  Prior to and possibly during the negotiation process, the UK
could help to ensure there is sufficient financial and technical
support for multi-sectoral forums convening diverse civil
society groupings – including those aligned with the bel-
ligerent parties – to develop and debate the key issues that
should be addressed in the negotiating agenda and, as
relevant, to deliberate on the substantive measures to
address them. International mediators and special envoys
should be informed of relevant initiatives and the substantive
ideas generated.

•  The UK can work with international partners, including at the
UN and in regional organizations, to encourage and support
civil society involvement. It can work to ensure that there are
mechanisms for appropriate degrees of transparency and for
public participation in negotiations on substantive constitu-
tional and policy matters related to the future of the country. 
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Conciliation Resources’ documentation of peace processes and
experience with practical peacemaking and peacebuilding over
the past ten years suggest a number of criteria to guide the
development of good peace processes. 

CRITERIA FOR STRENGTHENING THE 
EFFECTIVENESS OF PEACE PROCESSES

Process design structure:
sufficiently comprehensive?
• Even if the process begins with fairly limited objectives (eg

reaching a ceasefire, direct negotiations between a govern-
ment and an armed group), does it envision a process that
widens out to become more inclusive and more comprehen-
sive?

• Recognizing that many protracted conflicts are connected to
a web of other conflicts, does the negotiation structure either
create a comprehensive framework for resolving these inter-
locking conflicts or enable a coherent interface with other
negotiation processes? 

• Is there a robust mechanism for consulting with the allies and
external supporters of the main parties to the conflict and
efforts to try to enlist their constructive involvement?

• Are there strategic complementarities between track one
(formal, official-level engagement between leaders), track
two (informal, typically ‘off the record’ engagement between
people close to decision-makers), and track three (people-to-
people engagement and societal dialogue) processes?

• Are there mechanisms that enable constructive public debate
and public participation to feed into the agreements that
involve fundamental changes to the state structure, constitu-
tional arrangements and other core substantive issues?

• Will the substantive agreements require some form of public
endorsement, such as through a referendum or other measure
that encourages the negotiators to develop public support?

• Are there efforts to increase public confidence in the process,
in the parties and in the negotiated agreements?

Participation: sufficiently inclusive?
• Does the process allow for the equal and active participation

of women in the peace negotiations as well as in drafting and
implementation of peace agreements?

• Does the process adequately enable engagement of those
who might seek to sabotage it – or ensure they will be mar-
ginalized if they do not engage constructively?

• Is there a mechanism (such as elections or a process to
nominate delegates) to help foster greater legitimacy and rep-
resentativeness of the parties and / or delegates participating
in negotiations leading to constitutional changes or other
major substantive shifts in public policy? 

• Are there mechanisms designed in a way that will enable the
broadest possible engagement of the various constituent
elements of the society – including women, youth, minorities
and indigenous people? 

• Are all the parties to the negotiations able to access effective
technical support to build their capacities to negotiate? 

Negotiating agenda: sufficiently comprehensive?
• Does the negotiation agenda include issues that have

generated fault lines in society led to a crisis of the state and
are root causes of the conflict?

• Does it include issues of concern to many ‘ordinary’ people
who have been affected by the conflict – such as victim’s
rights, rehabilitation and reconstruction, and transitional
justice?

• How have issues for the negotiation agenda been chosen?
Were consultations held with those other than the main bel-
ligerent parties?

• Are gender concerns mainstreamed into the negotiation
agenda?  

Negotiations process:
capable of building consensus?
• Do the facilitators / mediators take sufficient account of skills

and power asymmetries between the negotiating parties and
take measures to ensure that the process will help the parties
to reach an equitable agreement?

• Is technical assistance available, helping the parties to learn
from experience elsewhere and to craft innovative agree-
ments that meet the core needs of all the parties?

• Are there efforts to increase trust of the various parties to the
conflict in the process and towards each other? Is sufficient
attention given to strengthening the cooperative working
relationships of the people involved in the process?
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• Is there sufficient opportunity for negotiators to consult with
their constituencies and to ‘bring them along’ in the process,
helping to build consensus around the substantive and proce-
dural aspects of possible agreements?

• Have the parties themselves been the principle negotiators /
drafters of the agreements and feel primary responsibility for
them (ie feel a sense of ‘ownership’ of the outcomes)?

• Has the process as a whole helped to establish a pattern of
dialogue, debate and negotiation as the basis for political
decision-making?

Peace agreements:
a ‘road map’ for a sustainable future?
• Do the agreements address – or identify a follow-on process

for addressing – the underlying causes of conflict?

• Do they integrate a gender perspective into the substantive
and procedural provisions agreed?

• Are the terms consistent with internationally agreed human
rights standards?

• Are the key terms clearly defined and agreed by the parties?

• Do they specify procedural mechanism(s) for overseeing
implementation of the agreement and for clarifying any
disputes that may arise during implementation? Are these
mechanisms sufficiently participatory and transparent to
strengthen democratic decision-making and enhance
accountability?

External actors: strategic supporters?
• Are there mechanisms and agreements to enable strategic

complementarity in the roles, approaches and resources
provided by international actors (including foreign govern-
ments, international organizations, IFIs and key international
NGOs)? 

• Have international agencies and key foreign governments
developed sufficient strategic complementarity of the
humanitarian, human rights, development and structural
reform agendas, as well as their own strategic objectives, to
help underpin rather than undermine the peace process?

• If international actors are involved in providing security guar-
antees, observing the process or assisting implementation, are
the resources in place to be deployed in a timely and effective
manner?
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