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Introduction 
 

The efforts of local people and institutions are increasingly considered as crucial for 

the success of peacebuilding initiatives, in terms of sustainability, long-term 

engagement and cost-effectiveness. On 8 July 2010, the Geneva Peacebuilding 

Platform hosted a panel discussion to examine the theme of locally-led 

peacebuilding, gathering professionals from various sectors of the Geneva 

peacebuilding community. Following a brief introduction by David Atwood, Director 

of the Quaker UN Office (QUNO), Carolyn Haynman, Chief Executive of Peace Direct, 

a UK based NGO, presented a working paper by Peace Direct and QUNO. After 

reviewing several examples from recent conflict zones (Somaliland, Mozambique, 

Kenya and Guyana), Hayman argued that locally-led peacebuilding can also work 

on a large scale, and she suggested some practical actions for new ways of working 

with grassroots organisations to prevent conflict and build peace. Mr Koenraad van 

Brabant, Head of Reflective Practice and Learning in the international NGO 

Interpeace, shared some personal insights on the role of locally-led peacebuilding 

and on the importance of local ownership. 

Four Case Studies and a Four-Step Approach 
 

Carolyn Haynman started by presenting Peace Direct, an organization entirely 

focused on local peacebuilding. Peace Direct is committed to identify and fund 

local peacebuilding initiatives led by local people in conflict zones worldwide, and to 

promote their work and their knowledge of the conflict to people in power and to the 

public at large. A fundamental prerequisite looked for in local peacebuilders is 

integrity. In addition, Interpeace doesn’t work only with people in the capitals, but it 

tries to engage individuals from more remote areas where conflicts are taking place.  

The lack of local peacebuilding, according to Carolyn Hayman, is one of the reasons 

why 40% of peace agreements fail within 10 years, leading to a resumption of 

conflict. Local peacebuilding leverages some powerful local assets: knowledge, 

commitment, and moral authority. By risking their lives to make peace, local actors 

have the moral authority to ask the people to change their behaviour. Local 

peacebuilding is therefore highly cost-effective and sustainable, since the 

peacebuilders are personally committed to their own communities.  

Carolyn Hayman outlined four case studies of local Peacebuilding at national level, 

illustrating different patterns of relationships between outsiders (external actors) and 
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insiders. In Somaliland, outsiders were almost completely absent in the process that 

led to a series of peace agreements in the 1990s. The work was essentially done by 

local people, with a small amount of external funding, and largely relied on small-

scale peace negotiations led by elders, which ultimately included the whole area of 

Somaliland. Local stakeholders such as the business community, interested in stability 

and management of public goods, supported political reconciliation. 

 

In Mozambique, after the UN mission (UNAMOZ) left, local organizations were 

fundamental in safeguarding the peace. A significant initiative was led by FOMICRES, 

an NGO founded by a group of former Mozambican child soldiers, which engaged in 

collecting the numerous weapons left over. FOMICRES would visit local communities, 

and engage in discussions about whether the presence of weapons actually made 

them feel safer, offering to take and destroy the weapons, in exchange for small 

useful goods for the community. FOMICRES eventually destroyed over 800,000 

weapons, with very limited cost of collection. 

In Kenya outsiders arrived only after the local initiatives had started. The Concerned 

Citizens for Peace initiative created space for citizen action early on in 2008. It was 

able to anticipate future conflict because of widespread informants, and to engage 

people at all levels and move very fast. Its reach into the populations that were 

becoming perpetrators of violence was considerably greater and faster than any 

external agency. 

In Guyana, external actors made an effort to find and mobilize local capacity. After 

top level political negotiations were tried but failed, UNDP and USAID decided to 

support large scale mobilisation for conflict resolution training. A wide range of 

initiatives added up to measurable impact on the 2006 elections, the first to be held 

without violence. 

Carolyn Hayman concluded her presentation by proposing a four-step approach to 

peacebuilding that could be applied in any conflict situation. First, external actors 

could use a standing local coalition for conflict analysis, recruited from different 

sections of society. This would terminate the practice of each donor sending its own 

team of experts to conduct a conflict analysis, and it would result in respecting more 

the local knowledge, saving money, building local capacity and facilitating the 

donor’s alignment of their responses to the conflict with each other.   

In addition, this standing local coalition could be transformed into a platform for 

action that could include anyone who wants to make a contribution for a lasting 

peace, and mobilize large numbers of volunteers, in order to reach far into the 

population. On top of that, dedicated funding should be allocated to the platform, 

to ensure its full effectiveness. A sufficient allocation would be 10 percent of the funds 

allocated to the UN for peacebuilding and statebuilding purposes in a given country.  

Finally, patience is fundamental. It is necessary to take a long view of the whole 

process. Carolyn Hayman recalled a conversation with John Paul Lederach, who 

pointed out to her that, if it took twelve years after the Good Friday peace 

agreement to resolve the issue of how Northern Ireland is to be policed, we can’t 

expect more unstable countries such as DRC to achieve stability in less than 15-20 

years. In this regard, the local peacebuilders’ personal commitment to their own 

communities makes them particularly appropriate for the longer haul. 

Local Ownership and Effective Partnerships 
 

Following Carolyn Hayman's presentation, Koenraad van Brabant contributed some 
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reflections about the partnership between local and external peacebuilders. He 

initially observed that, while stability can be probably imposed through the presence 

and engagement of outsiders, sustainable peace is not something that can be 

imposed or imported. In a society that has been at war with itself, the members of the 

society have to make peace with each other, acting as the real peacemakers.  

Van Brabant examined the concept of local ownership, which has become very 

popular in rhetoric, without a significant realization in practice.  To allow local 

ownership is considered a must, because it is an expression of dignity and it permits 

people to regain confidence in their capacity to handle their own situation, and 

ultimately, to regain their sovereignty. According to the instrumental arguments in 

support of local ownership, it is less expensive, very often more efficient, and more 

sustainable. But there are also cautionary attitudes to local ownership, from those 

who refuse to be too idealistic or naïve, and who are against giving blank check to 

local people, since they fear that it may feed corruption, lead to support of rent 

taking elites, and be politically manipulated. To these critiques the defenders of local 

ownership reply that the track record of external peacebuiding is not better either. 

According to van Brabant, the reality is in many cases a mixed one, with room for 

local actors and outsiders to work together. The challenge is to find the right way of 

doing that. There is first of all a skill and an art to identify the right people as local 

partners, but it is also equally difficult for the local organizations to find the right 

external partners, who might be extremely heavy-handed and controlling. It is overall 

necessary to develop a relationship of trust.  

In the relationship with local peacebuilders, outsiders need to review, because they 

provide the money from donors, and therefore they are financially accountable. 

However, at the same time they need to reduce their control, allowing the insiders to 

find and develop their own ideas. In a bureaucratic prospective, international 

assistance usually is framed in form of projects, which have to be designed in 

advance with a lot of details, in an overly predesigned way. This, in van Brabant’s 

opinion, is bad peacebuilding and bad partnership. Peacebuilding is not a project, it 

is a social and political process, which cannot be prepacked or predesigned in a 

project. 

Referring to Hayman's call for patience, van Brabant emphasised that external 

peacebuilders accept that when the insiders try to rebuild a society, they will always 

make choices and compromises that do not always match the ideal. People will do 

what they see as possible, in their social and political situation, and they might come 

up with solutions that for external actors are not acceptable. However, effective 

peacebuiding is not in place when the society has achieved the ideal objective that 

we would like to see, but when the society really achieves stronger capacities to 

manage inevitable ongoing conflicts and differences, without resort to violence. This 

would represent a critical test of effectiveness and success for any outside support of 

peacebuilding in a given society. 

The discussion that followed the presentations raised several questions, mainly about 

the possibility to apply the four-stage model to other conflicts; timing and the 

difficulty to understand when is the right time to engage in peacebuilding; the overall 

effectiveness of the UN in peacebuilding and its capacity to identify the local actors 

to support; and the challenge of designing more effective programs on the ground, 

using local knowledge and bringing it into the programs, before their implementation 

on the ground. 


