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Introduction 

 

On 5 December 2008, the Geneva Peacebuilding Platform (GPP) held a consultation with Ms. 

Sally Fegan-Wyles, Senior Project Director, UN Secretary-General's Report on Peacebuilding 

and Early Recovery, at the UN Peacebuilding Support Office, and key stakeholders of 

international Geneva’s peacebuilding community, on the concepts of peacebuilding and 

early recovery and the role of the humanitarian and development community in national 

capacity developing. The first part of the discussion was devoted to clarifying key concepts 

which are central to the reflections initiated by the Secretary-General report. The second part 

examined how the international humanitarian and development community can contribute 

to building and strengthening effective, legitimate and resilient state institutions capable of 

engaging productively with their people to promote sustainable peace in an early recovery 

phase. The final part of the discussion looked at practicalities of improving the coherence 

and coordination between early recovery activities and the peacebuilding agenda.  

 

 

I. Conceptual Clarification  

 

Peacebuilding 

 

The objective of the first part of the discussion was to clarify the key concepts peacebuilding 

and early recovery and their interlinkages, and to discuss how they have been translated into 

practice among respective actors in the fields of peacebuilding, early recovery and 

humanitarian assistance. Several understandings of the terms were suggested that reflected 

the concepts, identities and operational practices of the agencies represented.  

 

The concept of peacebuilding can be located anywhere between a minimalist 

understanding that refers to the absence of war and armed violence, and a maximalist 

version that aims to remove all sources of conflict, including structural violence and social 

exclusion. It was noted that for operational purposes, many practioners adhere to a 

distinction between direct peacebuilding activities that claim peacebuilding as their main 

goal, and indirect activities with a range of objectives, including peacebuilding. It was 

pointed out that a too broad and vague definition of the term may raise difficulties for the 

measurement of peacebuilding activities. Therefore, there is a need to clearly link the 

concept of peacebuilding to the approaches pursued.  

 

Others noted that the term “conflict” should be clarified first. Even if violent conflict on the 

surface is addressed, little attention would be paid to structural forms of violence, such as 

exclusion, frustration, or impunity. If these underlying factors remain unaddressed, the result 

could be a reversion back to armed conflict in the future. Furthermore, peacebuilding 

activities would need to reflect that a peace agreement implies a major re-distribution of 
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power and access to resources. Consequently, peacebuilding would be about managing 

conflict in societies. If conflict is understood as a natural part of social life, the question arises 

how to build institutions that mediate conflict peacefully. The lack of trust in institutions and 

cultural practices that can manage conflict was identified here as a crucial aspect. It was 

further added that the local population may perceive the international community and its 

institutions as part of the problem. Therefore, continual self-reflection on the role of 

peacebuilders is essential.  

 

Many noted that there is a considerable confusion among practitioners as to what 

peacebuilding means, and whether it refers to the post-conflict setting after a peace 

agreement is reached or whether peacebuilding starts earlier. While it is important to clarify 

the understandings and definitions used by different actors, it remains difficult to get all stake-

holders to agree to one definition. It was strongly suggested to accept that there are different 

understandings of the term, but that the process is owned by all stake-holders. Peacebuilding 

should therefore be defined in reference to a particular country and context within the 

strategic national plan. The concept then needs to be mainstreamed into operational 

procedures. Immediately after large-scale violence ceases, the objective should be to link 

operational practices to the overall definition and purpose of peacebuilding as defined.  

 

It was further criticised that in many cases, the UN and its agencies tend to conceptualize 

peacebuilding as a series of activities. Instead of limiting the focus to what these activities 

are, it was postulated that emphasis should be placed on the manner in which these 

activities are done, how programmes are run, and institutions are designed, and how 

national ownership is ensured.  

 

Lastly, some suggested that humanitarian actors need to reflect on how they contribute to 

building peace, and how they may undermine it. Others pointed out that humanitarian 

action and development work depends on a significant reduction of violence and increased 

stability.  

 

 

Early Recovery  

 

At the outset, many agreed that it remains difficult to define when a situation is “post-

conflict”. Several commentators stressed that peacebuilding begins immediately, although it 

may not be clear what this means in practice. They argued that experience has shown that 

the distinction between pre-and post-conflict settings has become blurred due to the 

recurrence of armed violence. The situation would further be complicated by the difficulty to 

prioritize what should come first. Some actors think security should come first, while others 

belief that governance issues need to be addressed immediately, while at the same time the 

livelihoods of the population need to be ensured. Many agreed that operational decisions 

require a coherent understanding of peacebuilding. It was advocated that from the 

beginning of the humanitarian response, agencies active in the country should reflect the 

anticipation of a peace agreement and how their activities can be conducive to it.  

 

Some strongly contended that peacebuilding starts when conflict starts. Early recovery 

activities should start during the humanitarian response, although they may be limited in what 

they can do. It was pointed out that many agencies active in societies experiencing violent 

conflict contribute to peacebuilding, although they may not label their activities in these 

terms. Given that these activities are already funded, some argued that whether or not 

calling these activities peacebuilding should not be the main point of debate.  

 

Others urged that there is a need to respond quickly when a peace agreement is under way 

and local expectations toward the international community rise. Consequently, the 

peacebuilding funding response would need to remain distinguishable from the humanitarian 

funding response. The international community would have to ensure that the Peacebuilding 

Fund has the resources needed during this window of opportunity, lest a fragile peace 

agreement is undermined and the trust of the population lost. If peacebuilding activities 
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started too early before a peace agreement is reached, there would be the operational risk 

that resources are overstretched when they should be available immediately after the 

agreement is in place. Some therefore concluded that peacebuilding activities before the 

main peacebuilding response should be called early recovery. Others advocated a 

distinction between operational approaches that reflect the understanding that 

peacebuilding starts from the moment there is conflict, and a clear marker of the post-

conflict setting that allows to access peacebuilding funds.  

 

It was further emphasized that the choice of national and local actors to partner with highly 

impacts the whole peace process. Some called for intensive methodological training for the 

humanitarian sector that would improve the establishment of priorities; a more appropriate 

mapping of the conflict and political actors with which to be involved, the identification of 

spoilers, and the overall reflection of the humanitarian engagement.  

 

 

II. Building National Capacity for Peace  

 

In an introductory remark, the often held silent assumption that “failed states” imply that a 

people as a whole has failed and therefore do not hold any potential for change, was 

strongly criticised. In this context, it was cautioned that during the course of institution-

building, the international community could overshadow national capacity. The challenge 

would therefore be how the international community can identify national capacities. This 

would include technical capacities and local experts as well as political capacity to work 

together and build confidence. It was suggested that national actors need to present a list of 

who needs to be involved. Some further alluded that national actors may not clearly 

understand what the international community wants from them. Many called for more space 

for consultation and discussion.  

 

Others stressed that consultation and negotiation should not be limited to the sides that were 

fighting. Instead, after a peace agreement all segments of society would need to be 

included in political participation and resource allocation. While civil society engagement 

has improved in recent years, the business community would often remain left out. 

Furthermore, it was portended that there remains a tendency to only engage with those 

national actors who have “big names”. A vetting process may therefore be more 

appropriate to broaden the basis of participation.  

 

It was also alerted that the UN seems only able address the “tip of the iceberg” of a conflict, 

but not its underlying dynamics. It thus needs to recognize its limits and find ways to ensure 

that these dynamics are addressed. Strong criticism was also expressed on the fact that 

although it is well-known that the international community draws local professionals away 

from the local government to its own agencies, thereby undermining the government, the 

issue remains unaddressed. The topping of salaries may be one solution, but coherent 

standards would need to be agreed upon in this regard.  

 

Some mentioned that partnering with local actors requires a coherent approach among 

international actors. However, oftentimes these approaches may be determined by national 

interests, such as the fight against terrorism or resource extraction. A better understanding of 

the economies of conflict and their implications for the peacebuilding process was 

postulated. It was further expounded that functioning civil society structures beyond the 

capital should be identified and taken into account. There would need to be close 

consideration of the remaining “glue” that holds societies together. Some adverted to the 

observation that the national government would usually be part of the problem, and that 

within the UN framework, actors have to work with the government. Some therefore advised 

that the Peacebuilding Commission’s mandate should be mainly setting standards and 

validate the methods employed in the development of the national strategy.  
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III. The Coordination Gap  

 

Several participants agreed that coordination is the crutch of the early recovery debate. 

Many strongly advocated prioritizing coherence over coordination. As many actors may resist 

coordination, coherence with regard to goals and strategic approaches may be more 

realistic. It was added that some overlap between programs may in fact be helpful and has 

proved fruitful in practice. It was further questioned whether a clear demarcation of 

mandates is absolutely necessary. Some agencies may use their mandate in order to not 

coordinate with others. The desire to protect ones own resources may further contribute to 

less coordination. Some added that the lack of coordination between UN actors on the 

ground would also impact the NGO community. Moreover, improved coordination at the UN 

level would have to be matched by improved coordination among other donors.  

 

Some argued that it remains unclear how to ensure that actors who have been working in a 

country feel comfortable in working with an integrated mission in a post-conflict situation, and 

how these actors can guarantee their independence while cooperating with the mission. 

Humanitarian agencies may be limited in doing their work when associated with a certain 

political agenda. The need for humanitarian actors to stay involved in the post-conflict 

setting was underlined. It was further noted that integrated missions should consult with 

development actors so that they would not be at odds with the ongoing work in the country. 

Scepticism was expressed with regard to integrated missions and their staff. A widening of the 

mandate of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee was also suggested because peace 

consolidation is not coordinated in Geneva.  

 

The point was raised that the linking of a peacekeeping mission and military involvement and 

the approach of early recovery is a challenge to coordination. Within an incremental 

peacebuilding process, it remains unclear how to cooperate with military actors. As military 

actors work within a top-down structure and many agencies employ bottom-up approaches, 

there is a need to reconcile very different strategies.   

 

Lastly, it was further expounded that there remains a need for coordination among 

humanitarian actors that would allow them to speak with one voice, especially when a crisis 

is about to break out. The decreasing funding for humanitarian action makes the need of 

coordination even more evident.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The GPP members stressed the need for an ongoing reflexive analysis of the peacebuilding 

process and the actors involved. They emphasized the need for inclusive consultation and 

engagement with national actors, government and civil society, maybe even going beyond 

“political correctness” in order to achieve a more inclusive vetting process. They reiterated 

their plea for coordinated action within the UN, the donor community, and humanitarian 

actors, particularly with regard to peacebuilding and early recovery. It was suggested that 

the Peacebuilding Commission should meet once a year with the Geneva peacebuilding 

community to improve coordination and dialogue.  
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Recommendations 

 

• The report of the Secretary-General should aim at a redefinition of the role of the 

Peacebuilding Commission. This role needs to include the facilitation of a common 

understanding on the concept of peacebuilding as defined by national actors, standard 

setting, monitoring, and evaluation.  

• The report should acknowledge the fact that humanitarian, development and 

peacebuilding actors hold different understandings of the term peacebuilding, reflecting 

an agency’s identity, priorities and operational procedures. Therefore, the report should 

adopt a context-sensitive understanding of peacebuilding. The concept of 

peacebuilding must be defined in reference to a particular country within the strategic 

national plan for the peacebuilding process. 

• The strategic national plan should no longer be established by the Peacebuilding 

Commission. Instead, it should be developed by national actors. The Peacebuilding 

Commission should act as a facilitator to the process and provide recommendations, 

taking into account the limited national capacity of the country concerned. The concept 

of peacebuilding as agreed upon in the national strategic plan should be mainstreamed 

into the operational procedures of all actors involved.  

• The Peacebuilding Commission’s main mandate should be to establish clear standards 

and validate the methods employed in the development of the national strategy plan. 

The Commission should monitor and evaluate the peacebuilding process. 

• The report of the Secretary-General should clarify the link between peacebuilding and 

early recovery, as humanitarian and development actors are often involved in 

peacebuilding activities in the countries concerned long before the peacebuilding 

response commences. Early recovery activities should start during the humanitarian 

response. Immediately after large-scale violence ceases, the objective of humanitarian 

and development actors should be to link operational practices to the overall definition 

and purpose of peacebuilding as defined in the national strategic plan.  

• The Peacebuilding Commission needs to ensure that the Peacebuilding Fund disposes of 

the resources needed during the window of opportunity just before or immediately after a 

peace agreement is reached, lest a fragile peace agreement is undermined and the 

trust of the population lost. 

• The report should prioritize coherence over coordination when addressing the 

coordination gap between early recovery and peacebuilding agendas. It needs to give 

attention to both improved coordination at the UN level and among the donors 

community.  

• The report needs to provide coherent standards to address the well-known problem that 

international agencies attract the most qualified local professionals, thereby seriously 

limiting the recruitment pool for government positions and contributing to a weakened 

national government. 

• The report should consider a widening of the mandate of the Inter-Agency Standing 

Committee to enable an enhanced coordination of peacebuilding activities in Geneva.  

• The report should take cognizance of the suggestion to warrant a yearly consultation 

between the coordinator of the Peacebuilding Support Office and the Geneva 

peacebuilding community to improve coordination and dialogue.  

 


