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The HD Centre exists to enable and further  
peace processes through mediation. 

It is our conviction that peace is not simply  
waiting to be had, but that there is a need to  
actively bring about peace. 

By creating change and resolving differences 
through dialogue, we believe we are offering  
a better alternative to conflict.

Martin Griffiths
DIreCTor of THe CenTre for HumanITarIan DIalogue
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The Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, now known as the HD Centre, was launched in 
January 1999.

The occasion was marked by a meeting in a beautiful villa kindly lent by the City of Geneva. 
In attendance were the leaders of humanitarian agencies, senior UN officials and the Vice-
President of Colombia, representing his President who had been detained in his country 
by the need to respond to an earthquake. The meeting, distinguished by its participants 
and their speeches on the humanitarian situation in Colombia, was the HD Centre’s first 
attempt to deliver on its original humanitarian mission : a place for discreet discussion of 
delicate humanitarian issues.

Only later that same year however, with the arrival of the first four full-time staff, did we 
clarify the HD Centre's focus and truly begin our journey. That first team ( three of which are 
still with the organisation ) occupied temporary premises in an attic loaned by one of our 
Board members. The team had all spent most of their professional lives in humanitarian 
agencies and came to the HD Centre with a passionate belief that we should do what we 
could to stop wars and to prevent them : not to improve humanitarian aid, but to eliminate 
the need for it.

In Aceh, the HD Centre found its first opportunity and its first test. In the autumn of 1999, 
we secured the agreement of the Indonesian President and the leadership of the armed 
opposition movement ( GAM ) to a first historic meeting in January 2000 in Bavois, Switzer-
land, the country seat of one of our Board members. Both sides committed themselves to 
dialogue as a means of reaching peace. Only five years later, and with the help of President 
Martti Ahtisaari, they realised that goal.

The journey, from four frustrated humanitarian workers in a loft in Geneva to an organisa-
tion that is now one of the world’s principal armed conflict mediators, has not been without 
difficulty or mistakes. And we hope that we learn from them. Certainly, those involved in 
the hard efforts to make peace have no shortage of errors and failures from which to learn.  
I can still vividly recall the advice of one, more experienced friend who, noting my euphoria 
on the signing of the Aceh cessation of hostilities agreement in 2002, wryly told me to enjoy 
it while it lasted. He was right. Five months later, the fighting had resumed.

LetterfromtheDirector
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However, that experience taught us that the greater part of a mediator’s work is in the small 
things that nudge a process forward towards peace. It is those little steps in the right direc-
tion that we have learned to value and to celebrate.

Our world has changed immeasurably this decade. When the HD Centre began, with great 
presumption, to imagine a place for itself as a mediator, the space for “private diplomacy” – 
for the unofficial mediator – was indeed limited. Many welcomed our arrival, but others also 
saw it as a threat to the established order, where mediation was the preserve of governments 
and official organisations. In a small way we have tried to expand the opportunities for parties 
to conflict to see and obtain the benefits of different kinds of mediators. We have witnessed 
a gradual transformation of the terrain. It is now common place for non-governmental or-
ganisations and private individuals to be a part of mediation efforts led by officialdom, and 
sometimes even to lead those efforts.

This “deregulation” has its advantages and its costs. The risks of unethical or unaccountable 
mediation have grown. Co-ordination of the humanitarian community is now an accepted 
fact. The same is not true of the mediation community. We have agreed, and will continue 
to press for more coherence, more co-operation and ultimately better performance. Our 
Board, a vital and unsung part of our story, is devoted to this long-term goal.

A final word on one matter that cries for our attention : peacemaking is dominated by the 
decisions of men, both as mediators and as those who direct conflicts. Addressing the 
issues of principal concern to women, and to bring about their participation in the councils 
of peace is a priority. It will radically improve the chances of sustainable peace. We had 
been as slack in this as others. As we learn about the things which, together, make for a 
successful peace, we know that this is about as central an issue as any other, perhaps 
more so.

It has been a special privilege these ten years to meet and gain the confidence of those 
who have known war too well and now make peace. It is in the courage and vision of these 
leaders, in the armed groups and governments they have opposed, that we have found 
hope, an aspiration for a return to lives more ordinary, where families can steadily build a 
better future for their children.

I am sure the next ten years will be as demanding, and as stimulating as this past decade. 
We all feel an extraordinary privilege to be able to do what we do, and will continue to strive 
to work with the humility that this deserves.

Martin Griffiths
Director
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A decade of  
growth and diversity  
in mediation
Over the ten years since the HD Centre’s peacemaking debut 
in Aceh, Indonesia, recognition of the merits of mediation and 
demand for dialogue have greatly increased. 

The frequency of peacemaking has in-
creased, its effectiveness has improved, 
and there is now a wider diversity of actors. 

Still, global rebalancing and the changing environ-
ment of conflict have made mediation more com-
plex. Notable recent interventions by the former 
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in Kenya, and 
the former President of Nigeria Olusegun Oba-
sanjo in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
( DRC ), may have reinforced perceptions of con-
flict mediation as high-wire diplomacy performed 
by the eminent. But these negotiators drew on 
experience gained in recent years in a prolif-
eration of efforts by less prominent individuals  
within the UN, regional organisations, individual 
states and private peacemaking organisations, 
such as the HD Centre. 

More conflicts have been settled by negotiation 
during the last two decades than in the previ-
ous 200 years, partly due to the opportunities 
for peacemaking created by the ending of the 
Cold War. The early years of the 21st century wit-
nessed a significant decline in the number and 
intensity of armed conflicts, particularly in Africa 
where many civil wars had seemed intractable, 
and mediation has helped end conflict in Aceh, 
Northern Ireland, the Ivory Coast and Kenya.  

Hostilities between states, which are mainly me-
diated by other states, became fewer, account-
ing for only 3 of 34 major armed conflicts in the 
decade to 2007. The Georgia – Russia conflict of 
2008 was the first new conflict between states 
since the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2004. 

Most violent conflicts are now waged by govern-
ments and non-state armed groups for territo-
rial, ethnic, religious or resource interests, or a 
potent cocktail of some, or all of these elements. 
In these new battlegrounds, issues of national 
sovereignty tend to disadvantage state media-
tors and open possibilities for private mediators. 
Although the number of formal peace processes 
underway at any given moment is limited, the 
boundaries of mediation have become more 
elastic and activities exploring or preparing for 
mediation are much more widespread, although 
often confidential. 

new and diverse mediators
Peace processes have improved with practice, 
and are now the most reliable form of ending 
conflict. With the rise in the number of peace-
making efforts has come increasing recognition 
that different conflicts and stages of conflict can 
best be served by different types of mediation 
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and mediator. In the immediate aftermath of the 
Cold War, the UN held the primary role and its 
critical advantages of legitimacy and breadth of 
operations still make it a central player. But UN 
involvement, often appealing to non-state armed 
groups seeking greater recognition, is equally re-
sisted by governments on grounds of national 
sovereignty or for fear of internationalising a do-
mestic conflict. Moreover, the UN can only be as 
effective as the support of Member States per-
mits, and the work of the Department of Political 
Affairs has so far been severely constrained by a 
lack of resources and capacity. 

Meanwhile, the list of official actors has length-
ened. Regional organisations, particularly in Africa, 
and many individual states have started to take a 
more active part in mediating conflicts within their 
regions. Brazil, South Africa, Turkey, Qatar and 
many more are developing a profile in mediation. 
These nations are joining established mediators 
such as Norway and Switzerland, which put this 
role at the centre of their foreign policy. 

The other area of significant growth has been 
the number of independent mediators. Some 
of these are private organisations such as the 
HD Centre, Kreddha and Interpeace. Others 

More conflicts  
have been settled by  
negotiation during 
the last two decades 
than the previous  
200 years.
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are built around prestigious individuals, includ-
ing the Carter Center, established by the former 
US President, Jimmy Carter, the Crisis Manage-
ment Initiative of the former President of Finland, 
Martti Ahtisaari, The Global Leadership Forum, 
the Elders, or the Kofi Annan Foundation.

What does the hD Centre contribute ?
Who mediates what and when is difficult to  
define, and is dependent on an array of different 
factors – from the balance of forces that are par-
ty to the conflict, to the line-up of international 
stakeholders – but a number of patterns have 
emerged. Regional organisations and states 
now have an advantage in mediating inter-state 
conflict. Private mediators, however, have a 
clear advantage in dealing with conflict parties 
that officials of other states find difficult to ac-
cept as partners. 

In this context, the HD Centre has no inhibitions 
and is willing to talk to anyone. Its aim is only to 
save lives by halting armed conflict and by im-
proving the global response to it. The HD Centre 
is also part of the growing trend towards ‘hybrid’ 
mediation that draws on the resources of a com-
bination of actors rather than a single mediator.  
Just such an effort was attempted through painful 

negotiations in Darfur, but came together quickly 
and efficiently in Kenya behind Kofi Annan who 
was acting as mediator on behalf of the AU Panel 
of Eminent Personalities. Both the UN and the HD 
Centre contributed materially to the success of 
that process. 

The formula is challenging in a profession that 
lacks co-ordination and common standards. It is 
an example of how mediation has become more 
creative and professional in the past decade, but 
also more untidy. These are issues that we hope 
will be addressed in the near future.



since 1999, the hD Centre has 
been involved in a number of 
conflicts around the world. 
One of the first projects was in 
aceh, indonesia where the hD 
Centre initiated the dialogue 
process laying the foundations 
for eventual peace.

© Reuters/Denis Balibouse

In november 1999, in response to a request 
by Indonesian President abdurrahman 
Wahid, the HD Centre initiated a dialogue 
between the government and the separatist 
movement gerakan aceh merdeka ( gam ), 
or free aceh movement, to try to end the 
conflict in aceh. The talks led to a ‘humani-
tarian pause’ in 2000, and to a Cessation  
of Hostilities agreement in December 2002. 

The HD Centre set up a Joint Security  
Committee of unarmed military officers  
from the Philippines, Thailand and norway 
to monitor implementation of the agreement.  
This was the first time such a group had 
ever been led by a private organisation. 
However, three months later, the ceasefire 
collapsed and the conflict resumed. 

In January 2005, after the tsunami, the two 
sides resumed talks, this time mediated 
by the former President of finland, martti 
ahtisaari in Helsinki, where they signed an 
agreement in august 2005. 
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Views from 

Javier Solana

Peace is an achievable goal. It can be reached through clear and concrete steps that have a tangible and 
lasting impact.
 
Throughout my career as a politician and diplomat, the root causes of problems and their solutions have system-
atically been brought to light by talking. Parties to conflict have built common ground and developed solutions 
only by communicating with each other. Whether conflict is fuelled by politics, economics, human rights or any 
other issue, its fundamental cause is normally the break down of dialogue. Even when not in fashion among the 
world’s most influential nations or regional institutions over the past few years, dialogue has always been essential 
to progress. The skill of an effective mediator is in how to use this dialogue well.   
 
Despite an increasing number of armed conflicts being fought within state borders, their effects are still felt by 
other states and regional players. These then become a fundamental part of the peacemaking process. Media-
tion requires consideration, understanding and empathy with a large number of such stakeholders. Forging an 
agreement with conflict parties alone may produce an agreement, but peace is unlikely to last if it runs contrary 
to the interests of powerful neighbours.
 
I argued constantly while working for the European Union that conflict resolution must be central to the foreign 
policy strategies of western governments. However, while the weight of the mediator can certainly contribute to 
pushing a process towards peace, it is quiet diplomacy that often has the greatest effect. Conflicts can provide 
fertile ground for the growth of extremist, terrorist and criminal organisations. Engaging with these kinds of armed 
groups is sometimes difficult for states but less problematic for private mediators such as the HD Centre. It is 
not easy, but for a small unofficial organisation, the constraints are fewer. Sometimes their work never reaches 
the public domain.
 
There are times when pressure, force, and even military action, can contribute to ending conflict but this must be 
balanced with sensitive mediation on every occasion. In Iran, for example, economic, political and even military 
pressure cannot be effective unless a way out is provided through dialogue.
 
Sometimes, the large and powerful institutions that I was so privileged to lead were not those best placed to con-
duct the discreet communications which are needed. Instead, a private mediation organisation such as the HD 
Centre can be more suitably designed to manage confidential processes and to build more personal relationships.
 
It is a privilege to be associated with such an organisation where the impact of dialogue is at the forefront of 
everything it does and I hope our partnership in the future will be a fruitful one.

Javier solana, former foreign Minister of spain and secretary General  
of the north atlantic treaty Organisation ( natO ), left the European Union 
after ten years as the high representative for Common foreign and se-
curity Policy ( CfsP ). he joins the hD Centre as honorary President in its 
tenth year and takes this opportunity to air his opinions of peacemaking.
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Mediation  
ten years on
What does the mediation landscape look like a decade after the 
HD Centre opened its doors ?

The HD Centre reaches its ten-year anni-
versary at a critical time for the practice of 
mediation. After a period of confrontation 

marked by the ‘war on terror’ and the polarisa-
tion of international relations, there is renewed 
demand for diplomacy and negotiation. Recog-
nition of the benefits of dialogue and mediation, 
and the value of providing support to those best 
placed to conduct it, have never been higher. Yet 
in several respects the peacemaking enterprise 
faces crisis, and the prospects for peace appear 
bleak in many places. 

Key trends in mediation 
Despite the main trends in recent years for 
growth in negotiated settlements to armed con-
flict and the overall reduction in the number of 
conflicts since a peak in the early 1990s, the 
world is far from pacific. There is still a preva-
lence of sub-national violence attributable to 
bandits or criminal gangs and a resistance to 
traditional peacemaking. 

Five other notable patterns have particular impli-
cations for mediation as practised today and for 
what might be needed to make it more effective 
in the future :

1. Where peace has broken out, especially in 
many African conflicts but also in other con-
texts such as Afghanistan, settlements are 
fragile and vulnerable to reversal. The durabil-
ity of settlements is increasingly recognised as 
the relevant standard for judging the efficiency 
of conflict management. 

2. A few regions remain conflict-prone, notably 
Central/South Asia, the Middle East, and the 
Horn of Africa, and are characterised by in-
creasing regional linkages. 

3. There are more conflicts driven by global 
or local resource and economic factors ( in-
cluding, for example, oil and food prices, cli-
mate change, water scarcity and population 
growth ). 

4. Political Islam and Islamic groups are signifi-
cant in many conflicts either as a ‘language 
of opposition’ to the state, or as an instru-
ment of state power. 

5. The US-led ‘war on terror’ has encouraged 
a tendency to regard many non-state armed 
groups and conflicts primarily through the 
lens of terrorist threat. This has proved un-
helpful in understanding individual conflicts, 
and creates challenges for mediation even 
during the present ‘era of engagement’.
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the acid test of implementation
Recent experience, including in the DRC, Kenya, 
Sudan and Nepal, has confirmed that reaching 
an agreement is a considerable but not suf-
ficient achievement in peacemaking. The real 
work begins as implementation is tested by the 
hesitation of the signatories, deficiencies in na-
tional capacities, failings of international actors, 
and the presence of a complex array of spoilers. 
The proliferation of peace agreements reached 
and then soon breached, neglected or distorted,  
fuels the perception of a crisis in implementation. 

Challenges in post-conflict situations highlight 
vital local concerns. This is forcing today’s me-
diators to consider ways in which agreements 
can be improved, and how they may work more 
productively with local partners to generate and 
sustain domestic pressure on elites. The essen-
tial task of any peace process is now recognised 
to be the fostering of domestic ability to lead and 
manage sustainable political processes after a 
conflict’s end. 

how does the hD Centre fit in ?
The HD Centre’s approach is to improve the re-
sponse to armed conflict through direct or indi-
rect mediation and by strengthening mediation 

capacity. This translates into three main forms of 
engagement : 

1. As a private mediation organisation, the HD 
Centre is well placed to explore dialogue with 
non-state groups that may contribute to ‘rip-
ening’ a situation for mediation. 

2. The HD Centre undertakes mediation be-
tween high-level representatives where it can 
add value to the process, either alone or in 
partnership. 

3. It also assists mediation by other, mainly of-
ficial actors by giving advice, personnel and 
operational support, including expert and 
analytical resources. 

This engagement may involve sustained in-
country operations, as in the Philippines, public 
dialogue processes, as in the Central African  
Republic, or supporting an individual mandated 
to mediate, as in Kenya in 2008. The HD Cen-
tre’s Mediation Support Programme contributes 
to the professionalisation of mediation by work-
ing with regional organisations. In all these ways, 
the HD Centre draws on past mediation expe-
rience to contribute to improved peacemaking 
and sustainable peace in the future.
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Views from 

Jonathan Powell

The trend in recent years towards conflict within, rather than between states means more opportunities for private 
mediators. In the polarised world of the Cold War, mediation was conducted by the UN or not at all, because 
interfering in the internal affairs of a sovereign state was almost impossible. Private mediators now provide ex-
pertise across a spectrum of activity. That includes analysis and advocacy, undertaken by organisations such as 
the International Crisis Group, as well as mediation by the Nobel Peace Prize winner, President Martti Ahtisaari, 
and by the HD Centre. 

Efforts to resolve conflict and to protect civilians from it have also become more acceptable. In the Cold War 
environment, conflicts in Africa attracted little international attention. Foreign governments show more care now 
because pictures quickly appear on 24-hour television news channels, the public reacts and politicians soon feel 
the pressure of public opinion. 

The conflict mediation environment has become more complex during the past decade. There are sometimes a 
number of distinct but interrelated conflicts within state borders, such as in Somalia, Sudan and Yemen. There is 
also wider concern because borders are becoming less relevant, as demonstrated by the spread of international 
terrorism and conflicts across regions. In such situations conflict resolution can be likened to a three-dimensional 
game of chess rather than the more conventional draughts. 

The global war on terror made the environment even more complicated for conflict resolution efforts. Talking to 
the enemy was seen as appeasement and was often prohibited. This is now recognised as a mistake. There is 
no example of a conflict resolved exclusively by armed action.

President Obama’s administration has changed the paradigm again, this time towards engagement and dialogue. 
This encourages contact and a more positive environment for mediation efforts.  

Successful conflict resolution entails addressing the concerns of the community from which insurgents draw 
support, and those of the insurgents themselves. It is necessary for conflict parties to articulate their political 
demands to each other for consideration.

Private organisations cannot act as powerful states, in the way that the British Government could in Northern 
Ireland for example, where it was able to shape security and economic policies. However, in certain contexts it 
is easier for parties to accept the support of private organisations such as the HD Centre in dialogue processes, 
rather than a government or the UN. And the HD Centre has shown a remarkable ability to make contact with the 
right people in organisations that are not easily accessible.

Still, private organisations would benefit from greater co-ordination, information-sharing and strategic partner-
ships, harnessing different skills and resources to apply to the increasingly complex task of mediation. 

Jonathan Powell, hD Centre senior adviser and the former Chief of staff 
to UK Prime Minister tony Blair at the time of the Good friday agreement 
in northern ireland, offers a personal view on the mediation environment.


