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PROMOTING ACTIVE AGENCY IN PEACE BUILDING AND CONFLICT 
TRANSFORMATION: LESSONS FROM THE FIELD 

[BY AYODEJI AJAYEOBA, GLOBAL CONFLICT ADVISOR; ACTIONAID 
INTERNATIONAL] 

 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND: 

The year 2008 was ushered in with the political crisis in Kenya engendered by disputed presidential 
election results.  While the opposition had won the most seats in parliament and out performed all 
the other parties put together in all the other elections, the electoral commission initially stopped 
the tallying of presidential election results, and then after a delay announced that the incumbent 
had won the election reversing a trend towards victory for the opposition candidate. 

As to be expected after a keenly contested election, the opposition rejected the results, and called 
for mass action, demanding a recount or a re‐run of the presidential elections. The incumbent 
regime insisted it had won and determinedly proceeded to repress the protests and demonstrations. 
With the space for open dissent constricted and violently repressed, dissent moved into informal 
spaces, outside of public glare away from scrutiny. What began as mass expressions of anger over 
what was perceived as a stolen mandate gradually became transformed into a massive transfer of 
aggression targeting people associated with the ethnic stock of the incumbent and his associates in a 
classic case of the poor visiting their frustrations on symbols of the object of their anger. This state 
of affairs also presented fertile ground for conflict entrepreneurs and opportunistic political and 
business elites to use the mass expression of anger and public display of grievance to ‘settle 
historical scores’ over ownership control and access to land and other resources. 

Kenya descended into chaos and mutually antagonistic mobilisation of grievances opportunistically 
now being driven along primordial ethnic cleavages. Almost at the precipice of national collapse the 
international community stepped in, and the national reconciliation accord and its product the 
coalition government came into being. 

Between March and June 2008, it was the turn of Zimbabwe to witness a severe political crisis, 
which complicated its endemic and chronic political and economic paralysis. Again as in Kenya, the 
precipitous decline violence was triggered by disputed elections. The political stalemate and post 
election violence then compounded the economic crisis, and finally precipitated economic collapse. 
Again the international community stepped in through the continental and regional institutions, the 
AU and SADC, and by September after power sharing agreement was signed, and by February 2009, 
at long last the power sharing government was established. 

While in the DRC, the fragile peace began to unravel by August, leading to a a return to warfare and 
the advance of the rebel CNDP forces in Eaters DRC by October. Between October and December 
2008, Eastern DRC was effectively in a state of warfare. Again the international community through 
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the UN, AU and SADC stepped in and peace negotiations restarted with cessation of fighting by 
January 2009. 

 

PUTTING THE CONFLICTS IN CONTEXT: 

It is important to stress from the beginning that all three conflicts selected here produced the 
characteristic consequences of devastating violence. They all led to massive displacements: over 
600,000 in Kenya; close to 3 million over a 10 year period in Zimbabwe; and over 250,000 in DRC. 
They also led to exponential increases in incidences of violence against women [VAW], and other 
sexual and gender based violence [SGBV]. There were also massive losses of lives, as well as large 
scale destruction of properties and livelihoods systems and sources for a majority of the poor. 

Whereas electoral fraud was the trigger in both Kenya and Zimbabwe, in DRC the trigger was more 
around control over the resources of Eastern DRC. Never the less, all three cases were classic 
examples of the conflicts with root causes in the combined effects of the failure of colonial and post 
colonial governance. The legacies of colonial divide and rule have produced dysfunctional states and 
patterns of entrenched historical injustices over ownership, control and access to land and other 
natural resources. These historical injustices have been compounded by the failure or success of 
unbridled implementation of neo‐liberal economic policies by post colonial elites.  

No where is the combination more apparent than in Kenya, with high economic growth rates. 
Immense wealth was being created at one pole to which only a tiny elite had access while the 
immense majority were excluded from this growth. The result was massive poverty, the sprawling of 
slums, and eventually the political mobilisation of the poor. When the victory and with it the change 
the poor had so committed themselves to winning was snatched away from them, something 
snapped in the popular psyche and popular dissent burst out into the streets. When this was 
repressed, the anger found outlet through informal spaces and it became possible for the anger to 
be co‐opted in the service of ethnic interests. 

Zimbabwe had a similar history, with the forced roll back of the welfare and developmental state of 
the first decade of independence. Once the regime was forced to embrace neo‐liberalism, it began 
to run into problems, and regime security became prioritised over the security of the citizens. 

 

WHAT WERE OUR OBJECTIVES? 

In all three countries ActionAid has country programs and is operational. Hence when the crises 
broke out AAI had to respond. In responding to the conflicts we were guided by the determination 
to ensure the following or any combination of them as far as was possible: Facilitating effective 
support to affected communities including effective humanitarian assistance; promoting protection 
of affected communities, in particular working with women to deal with VAW/SGBV; facilitating 
peace building initiatives through our work with affected communities; promoting participation and 
representation in governance for vulnerable, excluded and affected communities in the conflict; and 
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an overarching objective of ensuring conflict sensitivity in our responses to the conflicts and in our 
programming in the context of the conflicts1. 

In achieving these objectives our overall purpose was to promote the active agency of the conflict 
affected communities. And in this our focus would be on women and youths primarily. Because very 
often, as development workers and or conflict transformation professionals our point of contact 
with affected communities in conflict is as victims, there is always a temptation to continue to relate 
with them as victims who are dependent on our efforts because of their sufferings and 
vulnerabilities. 

Our starting point on the contrary, is that these are communities affected by conflict or at risk of 
conflict, and even though they may have borne the brunt of the impact of violence, they have by no 
means become diminished as human beings perfectly able to act in their own interests. Thus in 
delivering programs in each of the five inter‐related areas of intervention stated above, we were 
guided by the absolute necessity to facilitate self agency by the affected, and not to replace or take 
their space.  

In this context, self agency, active self agency is an integral part of restoring confidence, rebuilding 
trust, and establishing the basis for overcoming the issues leading to and generated by the conflict. 

 

WHAT DID WE DO? 

In Kenya, Zimbabwe and in DRC, we began with rapid and participatory assessments of the situation. 
This became the baseline which was then regularly and periodically updated on a daily or weekly 
basis depending on the situation2. 

We also then undertook capacity building exercises and processes for our staff, partners and 
communities on participatory conflict analysis, as well as on conflict response program planning and 
implementation3. Through these particular exercises we developed collective analysis of the conflicts 
with our partners and communities, and also began to outline collectively agreed response plans in 
each of the five key areas outlined above. 

Integral parts of the participatory analytical and response frameworks are the Gender equality 
framework [GEF], and the Youth empowerment framework [YEF]. These two frameworks enable our 
analysis and planning to integrate and take into cognisance specific issues of women and youths 
respectively. They also enable us to identify these issues and deal with them as they affect women 
and youth as members of the larger community. Hence they enable the development of specific 
interventions directly targeting women and youth on the one hand, and also general interventions 
which mainstream women and youth issues into wider societal responses. 

 

HOW DID WE DO WHAT WE DID; 

                                                            
1 Refer to AAI conflict perspective plan 2007 to 2010. 
2 Refer to the document Responding to conflict and political crisis by AAI. 
3 See the AAI participatory conflict analysis framework as well as the conflict training pack. 
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In all three countries we worked with coalitions and alliances of civil society, and also particularly of 
women groups.  

We proceeded by assisting the process of strengthening capacity for coalitions and networks; 
facilitating emergence of women groups, their alliances and networking. We also supported capacity 
building on developing advocacy strategy and conducting advocacy in a context of conflict. Our 
purpose at all times was to assist in amplifying the voices of affected or at risk communities and 
ensuring that they became active participant in the processes aimed at ensuring cessation of 
hostilities and building peace. 

For example in DRC, we our intervention programming in conflict became matured haven 
internalised the lessons of the interventions in Kenya and Zimbabwe, we worked very closely with 
the women’s forum in Eastern DRC called SAUTI, and with Congolese civil society. 

We supported SAUTI in organising and mobilising women in the cities and in IDP camps to mount a 
campaign with a ten point demand for protection, ending impunity, stopping VAW/SGBV, and 
demanding women’s participation in the peace process4. 

SAUTI organised protest sit‐in on Goma,  regularly addressed press conferences, sent a delegation to 
meet with the government of Rwanda, issued a call for great lakes women to support DRC women 
and demand for peace; held meetings with MONUC demanding protection and more patrols of 
camps and the cities; demanded audience with, and met the special envoy of the UN secretary 
general  who was mediating in the conflict; and convinced MONUC and the AMANI program to 
sponsor a SAUTI delegation to make presentations at the Nairobi peace talks between the rebel 
CNDP and the DRC government. 

SAUTI also organised protest s in the camps, particularly at Mubunga camp to meet the visiting 
British minister who had come to assess the situation. 

SAUTI united in organisation and mobilisation women who were exposed to the risks of the violent 
conflict in the towns as well as those who had already been displaced and were in camps. 

In addition to the activities of the women’s forum, SAUTI, and following in its wake, we also 
facilitated the coming together of Congolese civil society into a coalition for peace and development. 
Prior to these, and with the exception of SAUTI, the most active interventions by civil society were 
by international NGOs.  

While developing a collective analysis of the conflict with the women’s groups and our partners, we 
identified the fact that Congolese voices have been emasculated in the crisis, and that there was a 
need to facilitate the emergence, amplification and assertiveness of Congolese civil society voice. 
Hence the convening of the coalition. And like SAUTI it began to hold meetings with MONUC, to 
regularly address the press, to monitor and report on incidences of violence against women and 
civilians, to demand for protection, and to demand for active civil society participation in the peace 
process. 

                                                            
4 See SAUTI AMANI PLATFORM 
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Externally, AAI also through our networks facilitated linkages with regional bodies for SAUTI and the 
civil society coalition, in particular in the great lakes as well as with SADC. 

In DRC as with the other two earlier responses, we prioritised protection, peace building and 
participation in governance interventions, while ensuring that we delivered humanitarian assistance 
and promoted conflict sensitive approaches in all our responses, and making the case for conflict 
sensitivity in the responses of other stakeholders too. 

In our protection programming, we have adopted an adapted version of the protection EGG 
response model which integrates responsive, remedial and environment building actions in response 
to VAW/SGBV and the violation and abuse of rights5. 

So for example in DRC, as part of responsive action we have supported women organising and 
mobilising, monitoring and reporting of incidences; as part of remedial action, we have supported 
counselling, psychosocial support, livelihood support, access to treatment and access to justice for 
survivors; and as part of environment building actions, we have supported the campaign by SAUTI 
for enhanced protection of women, their engagements with MONUC and provincial authorities etc. 

With respect to peace building initiatives, we have supported women and civil society coalitions to 
actively engage with the peace process, to demand for representation at the negotiation table, and 
to make presentations at the peace negotiations. 

One way we have facilitated active agency in humanitarian assistance delivery is by supporting 
participation of displaced persons in camp governance, and in particular supporting women to 
establish safe spaces for women organising and mobilising in the camps, and ensuring that 
assistance is effectively delivered, and in a manner that carries everybody along. 

 

IN CONCLUSION: 

Whereas in Kenya as well as in Zimbabwe, we worked essentially with civil society to and women’s 
groups to demand for cessation of hostilities, to ensure that humanitarian assistance reached the 
displaced, and to demand for comprehensive reforms as a way of dealing with the root and historical 
causes of the conflicts, in DRC we were able to complement this with the robust active agency of the 
affected communities acting in their own interests. 

We were able to link in an uninterrupted and effective way, the processes of analysis, assessment, 
response planning, relief assistance and advocacy. And in doing this and prioritising the role of 
women and youth in conflict transformation, we have developed a participatory model of conflict 
transformation. 

 

 

 
                                                            
5 See AAI VAW protection EGG response model. 
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