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Mediation  
in the next decade
Peacemaking still has much to prove – and the future promises 
an increasingly complex environment. 

Mediators believe that they have contribut-
ed to this decade’s decline in the number 
and intensity of armed conflicts. Despite 

the growth in scope and recognition of mediation 
over recent years however, there are the same 
major epicentres of conflict today as a decade 
ago – in Sudan, the Horn of Africa, the Middle 
East, Afghanistan and South Asia. Prospects for 
peace or stability there remain bleak. The waning 
intensity of political violence in the early years of 
the new millennium seemed to begin a reversal 
in 2008, as conflicts escalated in Afghanistan,  
Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Indeed, several states – 
Sri Lanka, Georgia, Russia and Israel – shunned 
mediation or negotiation and chose military action 
to tackle their security concerns.

Several peacemaking initiatives, such as in 
the DRC and Sudan, have proved inadequate. 
Some peace settlements are fragile and vulner-
able to reversal, calling for greater attention to 
implementation. Peacemakers also face new 
challenges as they increasingly encounter crimi-
nal as well as terrorist networks, and the global 
economic crisis of 2009 has reduced resources 
available for addressing such phenomena. The 
arrival of the Obama administration in the United 

States has at least lifted the mood in international  
diplomacy. Its overtures to Iran, Syria, Cuba and 
Myanmar already mark significant shifts in keep-
ing with President Obama’s promise of a ‘new 
era of engagement’. However, the US retains 
the heavy footprint of a global superpower, and 
engagement will probably come with a robust 
defence of its strategic interests. 

In the meantime, peacemaking initiatives are  
being redefined by the rising assertiveness of 
Russia, China, India and Brazil, as well as re-
gionally active states such as Turkey and Iran. 
The fluidity of their strategic interests and the 
jostling of regional hegemonies are potentials for 
new tensions and conflicts both within and be-
tween states in the decade ahead. 

At the same time, mediation is facing increasing 
linkages between conflicts that were previously 
distinct. This phenomenon is not new : Nepal’s 
Maoists took ideas from Peru’s Shining Path. But 
the trend towards the regionalisation of conflict is 
becoming more pronounced, particularly where 
states are weak and borders permeable, encour-
aging the flows of people, weapons, resources 
and ideologies. 
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the challenges for mediators
The intertwining of conflicts in regions of high 
strategic importance creates an environment 
of considerable complexity, and a greater need 
for mediators to engage with regional networks. 
Such an environment may favour hybrid media-
tion by a combination of official actors, regional 
organisations, or regionally active states, and 
private mediators leveraging their particular ad-
vantages in reaching non-state armed groups.

Mediators will have to contend with these issues 
in a legal environment still complicated by the 
legacy of the war on terror. The Obama adminis-
tration’s rhetoric of engagement has not unrav-
elled the legal constraints imposed on contacts 
with proscribed groups and individuals and its 
implications for mediators. Nor is it clear how 
the US – and other official actors – will approach 
those whom they had labelled terrorists, as illus-
trated by questions within the US administration 
on whether or not to talk to the Taliban. 

At the same time, mediators are still learning 
the implications of developing international ju-
risprudence. The International Criminal Court’s 
indictment of Sudan’s President Omar Al Bashir 

Peace settlements  
are proving fragile 
and vulnerable to 
reversal, calling for 
greater attention  
to implementation.
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showed how legal initiatives can complicate the 
process of peacemaking. That precedent and 
the awareness by individuals and organisations, 
such as the Lord’s Resistance Army, of the po-
tential for prosecution may impose further limits 
on mediation.

The prevalence of international crime is a threat 
that is outside the scope of peacemaking and a 
challenge to it. Mediators engage as a matter of 
necessity with groups involved in politically mo-
tivated violence. However, the growing intrusion 
of crime into areas of conflict affects how media-
tors deal with armed groups that may be moti-
vated by the perceived benefits of criminal acts. 
This will force mediators to carefully consider the 
limits to the value of dialogue.

improving co-operation
The desire for both co-operation and co-ordi-
nation between mediators is increasing. These 
have proved elusive in a competitive operat-
ing environment that trades on discretion and 
relationships of trust. However, more could be 
done to explore strategies that minimise the risk 
of peacemakers working at cross-purposes. It 
is also necessary to address other weaknesses 

apparent in mediation efforts: superficial under-
standing of conflicts, inconsistent standards, 
and strategies that are easily manipulated by 
conflict parties. 

Whether or not mediators are able to co-operate, 
it is the sustainability of peace settlements that 
is the standard by which their conflict resolution 
interventions will increasingly be judged. This will 
focus attention more clearly on implementation 
arrangements, both in reaching an agreement 
and in tackling any subsequent crisis of imple-
mentation. 

As the most prominent mediation actor, the 
United Nations is the logical leader for efforts to 
improve co-ordination. However, the internation-
al consensus that supported the UN’s primacy 
after the Cold War no longer exists. This leaves 
the UN with reduced credibility and capacity. 
The global and regional politics of peacemaking 
are driving a shift towards regional organisations 
and actors, particularly in Africa and the Middle 
East, but there is little evidence of any other ac-
tor, official or private, being willing or able to take 
a lead. 



The HD Centre has been working in minda-
nao since 2005 when it initiated informal talks 
between the government of the Philippines 
and the moro national liberation front ( mnlf ). 
It set up an office in Jolo, Sulu to help prevent 
and resolve clashes between the army and the 
mnlf and, in 2009, created Tumikang Sama 
Sama ( together we go forward ), a group of 
eminent persons that uses local methods to 
prevent and resolve conflict. The HD Centre 
has also begun an armed Violence reduction 
Initiative, which includes a multi-stakeholder 
group that aims to reduce violence through 
research, policy work and advocacy.

Its experience in mindanao has enabled the 
HD Centre to advise the government, the moro 
Islamic liberation front ( mIlf ) and the malay-
sian facilitator on ways to shore up their peace 
process following the resumption of hostilities 
in 2008. after bringing experts and eminent 
persons to speak with both sides, in 2009,  
the HD Centre was asked to join and serve  
as coordinator of an International Contact 
group comprised of representatives from the 
governments of Japan, Turkey, the united 
Kingdom and three other non-governmental  
organisations. The goal of the group is to 
advise the parties, support the formal resump-
tion of the peace talks and work with all sides 
towards a negotiated settlement.  

the resolution of armed 
conflict requires addressing  
a range of concerns, including 
prevention and reduction of  
armed violence, even after 
agreements have been reached.  
Working from Manila with  
representatives in sulu and Co-
tabato, the hD Centre supports 
dialogue processes to help 
reduce armed violence.

© HD Centre
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Many Asian states are cautious about accepting external mediation, and are highly sensitive to outside interfer-
ence. However, it was in Asia that the HD Centre began mediating in armed conflict. We continue to experience 
demand there for a range of services characterised by professionalism, expertise and impartiality in dialogue 
processes, whether confidential or public. 

The HD Centre began mediating in Aceh in November 1999 at the request of Indonesian President Abdurrahman 
Wahid. Sensitivities over the internationalised conflict in Timor-Leste made the involvement of the UN, or any of 
its member states, impossible. By contrast, the HD Centre, as a small organisation based in neutral Switzerland, 
presented a discreet alternative. We worked without a public profile, keeping a minimal expatriate presence in 
Aceh and limiting our role to bringing the parties together in a dialogue process that they owned. 

In 2002, that dialogue process led to the first formal ceasefire in the Aceh conflict. We set up a unique monitoring 
team of experts and military officers from Norway, Thailand and the Philippines to support the implementation of 
the agreement. Unfortunately, Indonesia’s military and the Free Aceh Movement were not ready for peace. It took 
another three years of negotiation before a peace agreement was finally achieved.

In 2004, the HD Centre appointed a Singapore-based representative. In 2005, we started working in the southern 
Mindanao region of the Philippines, to sustain an existing peace agreement between the Philippine Government 
and the Moro National Liberation Front. We have supported a dialogue process between the Government and 
different parties to the conflict ever since. 

Building on experience in Aceh and on its network of relationships in the region, the HD Centre has also worked 
with parties in conflict in Myanmar and Timor-Leste where we mediated between the Government and armed 
non-state groups and helped with judicial procedures to reduce instability. 

In 2006, the HD Centre opened a regional office in Singapore. From here, we have broadened the scope of our 
activities to a number of other Asian countries and established a mediation support programme to help others 
build their conflict management. We have also hosted meetings of peacemakers from across Asia in Singapore 
and Beijing to review mediation throughout the region and to share experience. 

Although we sometimes need to proceed slowly to consolidate a process that will deliver positive results,  
the presence of an HD Centre regional office in Asia helps us to quickly identify and respond to peacemaking 
opportunities and to ensure a more effective response.

Michael Vatikiotis, the hD Centre’s asia regional Director, has been a  
writer and journalist in asia for twenty years having lived in hong Kong, 
indonesia, Malaysia, singapore and thailand. here he describes the 
growth of peacemaking activity in asia where the hD Centre has been 
operational since 1999.

Views from  

Michael Vatikiotis
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The day  
of the diplomat
A safe channel of communication between governments  
and non-state armed groups is an important, if unpublicised, 
function of private diplomacy.

Governments have often talked to terror-
ists, sometimes discreetly through the 
HD Centre’s good offices. 

Dialogue is essential to warring parties’ under-
standing of each other, and in determining wheth-
er and how they can achieve their interests by 
means other than violence. Without some form 
of communication, there is little alternative to 
conflict. Providing a safe channel of communica-
tion between governments and non-state armed 
groups is an important, if unpublicised, function 
of private diplomacy. 

Traditional diplomacy and conventional peace-
making mechanisms created in the aftermath of 
World War II were designed to deal with wars 
between states. They are increasingly at a dis-
advantage now the majority of conflicts are with-
in states. In countries such as Spain, Thailand, 
Turkey and the Philippines, and across sub-Sa-
haran Africa, most armed conflicts are between 
governments and non-state armed groups. 
Wars are no longer purely local, and criminal and 
terror networks thrive in environments of political 
collapse and social dislocation. In recent years, 
talking to conflict parties has become more dif-
ficult, particularly since the events of 11 Septem-

ber 2001, and especially if they are labelled as 
terrorists. Governments often no longer have the 
time or resources to track small wars effectively, 
and increasingly turn to private individuals and 
organisations for a range of services, including 
political analysis and even mediation expertise. 

the case for private diplomacy
Governments and the United Nations, tradition-
ally held the lead role in mediating conflicts, but 
increasing capacity is also available from other 
sources. More and more mediation is carried out 
by regional organisations such as the AU and the 
Arab League, private organisations and individu-
als. During the successful mediation in Kenya in 
2008, Kofi Annan led a hybrid secretariat of both 
UN and HD Centre personnel who provided ad-
vice and technical support.

Private organisations and individuals are able to 
go to places and talk to people inaccessible to 
government officials – and without attracting as 
much attention. Lacking the official baggage of a 
government or the UN, they can respond more 
quickly and more flexibly to fast-changing events. 

Mediation by private organisations entails more 
than just listening. It also involves identifying  
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options and shaping solutions for the conflict 
parties, and providing a range of other services 
in support of the process. These can range from 
marshalling expertise in elections or power-shar-
ing arrangements to providing training in nego-
tiating skills for non-state armed groups expe-
rienced only in warfare, and providing efficient 
logistical and operational back-up to a mediation 
process. Proactive support can raise awareness 
among insurgents of the possibilities for politi-
cal engagement, and create its own momentum 
towards ending violence. 

The HD Centre’s private diplomacy is aggres-
sively impartial and non-judgemental. We will talk 
to anyone – including al-Qaeda. We believe that 
dialogue is always worthwhile if there is a chance 
that it will lessen the human costs of conflict. For 
us, talking to a non-state armed group implies 
nothing more than recognition that it is a party 
to conflict and is simply part of a process to 
establish whether it is possible to come to an 
agreement.

The competitive edge of private diplomacy is 
perhaps clearest in intra-state conflicts of limited 
scale. Here, organisations like the HD Centre 
can be effective in a pathfinder role, particularly 
among groups at the hardcore-militant end of 
the spectrum where most others fear to tread. 
They are able to search for negotiating partners, 
and encourage talks onto a trajectory that leads 
to mediation in the hope of ending hostilities.

As conflict resolution becomes more crowded, 
pressure grows for greater professionalism and 
for more flexibility in matching different skills to 
the needs of different stages of mediation. This 
means that on occasion, the most effective ap-
proach requires turning to private diplomacy.

Dialogue is always 
worthwhile if there is 
a chance that it will 
lessen the human 
costs of conflict.



Peacemaking 
in practice

Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue
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The African continent, host to some of the world’s most persistent and intractable conflicts, is at the same time 
ahead of most other continents in developing institutional mechanisms for managing them. The African Union 
( AU ) and several sub-regional bodies such as, the Economic Community of West African States ( ECOWAS ), the 
Intergovernmental Authority on Development ( IGAD ) and the Southern African Development Community ( SADC ) 
have all set up dispute-resolution mechanisms. 

African nations want African solutions to their problems but, in contrast to some other regions where there may 
be some sensitivity to external involvement, the principle of mediation is well-established in Africa. In the event of 
crisis, it is generally accepted that Africa’s regional bodies and their member states can play a major role in any 
mediation between parties to a conflict. In stark contrast to other regions, where mediation tends to be informal 
and less institutionalised, inter-governmental bodies in Africa tend to dominate the conflict management and 
resolution process.  

Africa’s regional institutions have not always regarded mediation as a professional discipline and have sometimes 
responded to conflicts with ad hoc measures. Mediators in Africa, after they have brokered an initial peace agree-
ment, may not always have the opportunity or time to address the root causes of a particular conflict. Their inter-
ventions need support mechanisms and expertise in addressing issues that contribute to disputes. A major area 
of HD Centre activity has therefore been the provision of support to African regional bodies through its Mediation 
Support Programme in collaboration with its regional office, which opened in Nairobi in 2007. 

In Zanzibar, in March 2009, the HD Centre’s Africa Mediators’ Retreat, part of the Oslo forum series of meetings, 
identified constraints in staffing, logistics, and funding as contributing to weaknesses in implementing mediation 
and conflict management initiatives. In discussions about specific conflicts, and the environment for mediation in 
general, it repeatedly emerged that there was a need for more co-ordination between mediating bodies, as well 
as between mediators and others involved in peacemaking efforts. 

African organisations that are engaged in conflict management increasingly recognise the need to professionalise 
their mediation services. The HD Centre therefore provides technical support for developing capacity in mediation 
mechanisms, as well as negotiation and communication skills.  The HD Centre also helps to build contacts and to 
share experience between regional bodies, undertaking studies of mediation processes, such as in the Comoros 
and Burundi, and of preventive diplomacy in West Africa. The HD Centre values the recognition of its credentials 
as an independent, impartial Swiss-based organisation. Only by building a reputation for professionalism will 
regional bodies develop the confidence to request its support. 

The HD Centre has proven experience in opening dialogue with non-state armed groups that may eventually then 
lead to negotiations. However, part of the challenge in mediating between these groups and governments is their 
lack of capacity to prepare for and participate effectively in negotiations. That is another area in which the HD 
Centre believes it can make a contribution to peacemaking in Africa. 

Views from  

David Lambo
David Lambo, hD Centre senior adviser for africa, served the Un in Kenya, 
tanzania, Ethiopia and Geneva where he was the Director of the africa 
Bureau of the United nations high Commissioner for refugees ( UnhCr ). 
in this interview he looks at some of the hD Centre’s work in africa, which 
includes supporting african regional organisations.
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The value and  
challenges of  
confidential processes

Public engagement with organisations 
named on terrorist lists, is proscribed. 
In many conflicts it may sometimes take 

years to harmonise multiple interests in support 
of participation in a peace process. 

As a result, peace negotiations often begin 
through discreet ‘back-channels’. This enables 
governments and non-state armed groups to ex-
plore the potential of communication with each 
other, either directly or through a third party. Public 
knowledge of such a process could cause con-
troversy, threaten the security of those involved 
or put future negotiations at risk. Confidentiality is 
therefore often a precondition for dialogue. 

As discussions proceed, negotiators can have 
as much to conceal from their own constituency 
and allies as they do from each other. Confidenti-
ality allows them to discuss or make concessions 
without the knowledge of the people to whom 
they are accountable. Peace in Northern Ireland 
emerged from years of confidential contacts that 
publicity would have sabotaged.

Private mediators have distinct advantages as 
channels for discreet or even deniable dialogue 

between governments and non-state armed 
groups that are keen to maintain contact. In 
such mediations, the United Nations or other of-
ficial mediators are at a significant disadvantage. 
They may be limited in whom they can engage 
with and can find it difficult to maintain a low 
profile. Their involvement may also be resisted 
by states that fear perceptions this may create 
of their own ability to manage internal problems. 
For private mediators with fewer resources and 
a lower profile, access and managing discreet 
processes is less problematic. 

Managing discreet processes is one of the HD 
Centre’s strengths and where there is a proven 
track record. However, this does add an extra 
layer of complexity to peace processes. It limits 
the possibilities of building wider support for a 
process. It can also complicate the process of 
implementing peace agreements, as negotiators 
attempt to explain the commitments they secretly 
made to those they represent.

Confidentiality does not guarantee a success-
ful peace process, but it can help get a process 
started and keep it on track until such time as 
the benefits of publicity can take over.

Peace is not an event but a process. For mediators in  
that process, confidentiality is both a necessity and a curse.



In august 2000, the HD Centre opened 
a discreet channel of communication 
between the government of nepal, and  
the Communist Party of nepal ( maoists )  
( CPn-m ), to help them achieve a nego-
tiated settlement to the conflict between 
them. Throughout 2001 and 2002, HD  
Centre representatives travelled regularly 
to nepal to meet both sides. 

after a ceasefire in January 2003, we  
provided technical and logistical support  
to four designated national facilitators of 
the peace process. In august 2003,  
following the collapse of the ceasefire,  
we re-engaged the royal Palace and the 
senior leadership of the CPn-m in confi-
dential dialogue. Throughout 2005 and 
2006, the HD Centre identified issues  
and created opportunities for the parties 
to negotiate while building support for the 
process among other political stakeholders. 

In november 2006, the two sides signed 
a peace agreement formally ending the 
conflict.

an unquestionable principle  
of the hD Centre is its commit-
ment to discretion and confi-
dentiality where necessary. 
the following takes a look at 
the hD Centre’s six-year long 
confidential efforts to resolve 
the conflict and bring about 
peace in nepal.

© Panos/Dermot Tatlow


