
	   	   	   	  

	  

	  

 

Reflections on Conciliation Resources Joint Analysis 
Workshop on Engaging Non-State Armed Groups 

Reflections from a peace practice perspective: key points and learning 

Three issues stood out in the gathering convened by Conciliation Resources’ Accord team to 
discuss local civil society and community engagement of armed groups (a follow-up to its 
Accord 16: Choosing to Engage, where a key conclusion was the need to move on from the 
question of whether to engage to the more practical question of who and how to engage non-
state armed groups). 

1. Local experiences as the starting point of the conversation; 
2. Multi-disciplinary and multi-level discussions as the arena for exchange of diverse 

insights from local peace advocates, international peace workers, conflict advisors from 
governments and inter-governmental institutions and academics, among others; 

3. Comparative learning as a “work in progress” – a continuous process led by enquiry. This 
provides for a diversity of national and local experiences situated in different contexts 
and at different phases of the conflict. Moreover, while attempting to draw certain 
learning and not losing sight of the fact of each conflict’s unique character, the 
discussions did suggest that no case is “exceptional”. 

Focusing on the so-called “spaces in-between” - the interface between formal and informal, 
and local, national and international, brought out a number of valuable insights: 

I - Factors that lead to local civil society engagement with armed groups:   

• War fatigue: identifying the moment of war fatigue and engaging the armed group to “shift 
gears” such as the Zapatistas in Chiapas, Mexico, or the Quintin Lame in the Cauca region in 
Colombia; 

• Alliance-building: recognising the armed groups’ need for networking and building relations 
with other sections of society, such as the case of the social forum in the Basque region; 

• Moral force: pro-active civil society initiatives can take the form of a “moral force” which can 
help transform the character and strategies of armed groups, becoming a compass for 
armed groups on issues including social justice, norms and recognised standards, such as 
the experience of the Papua Freedom Movement in Indonesia; 
 

Moreover, the added value of local actors engaging with armed groups was highlighted: 
generally, they understand the context and culture better; they can have more direct contact as 
well as leverage for reasons of ideological or geographical proximity, or the network of 
relationships and family ties; and, often they can more easily establish and retain trust. 



	  

	  

II - Criteria for “people in the middle” or individuals, teams or institutions who can navigate 
the spaces in-between: 

• Impartiality: the ability to be even-handed and to demonstrate impartiality is crucial whether 
the facilitating agents are local, national or international; 

• Integrity: although there may be individuals in a team who may have access to one or other 
of the actors in the conflict, it is important that they can act with integrity when working as a 
group with a proven track record of reliability, responsibility and honesty; with no baggage 
and “nothing to prove”; 

• Imagination and strategic thinking: the ability to “think through and beyond” the current 
conjuncture so as to move processes beyond the “impasse” is equally valuable;  

• Competence and credibility: knowledge, analytical skills and sensitivity, the capacity to listen 
and to work with “ambiguity” are ingredients for those who work in the “spaces in-between”; 

• Convening capacity: the capacity to convene others and to have access to leaders in 
government or in communities, and to network across the social and political divides is 
important; likewise, the ability “to move between different worlds” is essential. 
 

III - Approaches and actors to engage non-state groups: 

• From the like-minded to the unlike-minded: the approach that linked most positive 
experiences of discussion with non-state armed actors was the process of starting out with 
engaging the like-minded and moving on to dialogue with the unlike-minded; likewise, 
starting out with a common concern or an issue that evoked commonality allowed the 
process to move on to more contentious issues; 

• Coalitions of representatives of significant sectors or respected individuals and institutions: 
those most acceptable to non-state actors were largely coalitions of individuals, 
organisations or institutions who represented the interests of significant sectors of society 
and who therefore, seemed worth engaging as a “dialogue partner” to move the peace 
process forward for example, Basque and Philippines; 

• Religious leaders: the example of Northern Uganda where religious leaders played an 
important role in engaging with the armed group is not an isolated one; in the Philippines, 
Colombia, Guatemala and other contexts where religious leaders are respected and are 
seen to cross social and ethnic divides, they have played important roles at different phases 
of the process; 

• Business leaders: the coalition of local civil society interlocutors in Somalia included 
business leaders or entrepreneurs who could provide livelihood or support to the process or 
other stakeholders; other experiences such as South Africa demonstrate their potential to 
advance the process in different contexts, although they do have limitations 

• Prisoners or former prisoners: the role of former prisoners or former combatants as shown 
in Northern Ireland and in the case of the deradicalisation of Gamas Islamiya in Egypt in the 
1990s show how important their role can be. 
 
 



	  

	  

IV - From the local to broader peace: 

• Recognising the strengths while acknowledging the limitations of local civil society efforts: 
while it is important to recognise the contribution of local civil society efforts in 
peacemaking it is equally important to understand their limitations, especially in situations 
where they act alone without taking into account the broader landscape for example, in 
cases where major international powers may play a role;  

• Complementing local, national and international initiatives: local and national linkages show 
a two-way street where one complements, not competes with the other; supports and not 
supplants the initiatives of the other, and where each helps by listening humbly and does not 
hinder by imposing from the “outside” or from above; 

• Transforming mindsets to build more resilient peace constituencies: to move processes 
forward it is essential to transform mindsets (for example, from the reliance on military and 
security options to less blunt instruments) that are able to put the possibility of peace on the 
agenda and thus have the capacity to both organise and mobilise resilient peace 
constituencies; 

• Ensuring coherence between “Talks of Peace” and “Deeds of Peace”: the credibility of peace 
efforts can be tested by the outcomes, that is to say, peace talks must give way to deeds of 
peace or results, which in some way reduce the levels of violence and ultimately improve the 
lives of people. Peace is meaningless if it does not impact on people’s lives; 

• Taking risks for peace with a marathon mentality: the work of local peace advocates who live 
and suffer through the conflict is critical since they take risks for peace directly. The 
accompaniment of others who understand that the work for peace requires a marathon 
mentality is vital; 

• Understanding the impact of sanctions and proscription regimes: working with non-state 
armed groups is a terrain inhabited by those who might either be proscribed or under a 
regime of sanctions; it is important to understand and thus mitigate the possible adverse 
impact of these measures on peace work;   

• Continuing to draw learning and inspiration from local approaches: local civil society 
engagement with armed groups is context specific. However, one can draw learning as well 
as inspiration from the various examples of work or even attempts that have been made or 
are being made today. It is increasingly clear from the discussions that there was no case 
for the idea of “local exceptionalism”. 
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