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Held in association with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, this 

conference sought to examine responses to domestic conflicts in selected 

South East Asian countries, from the perspective of conflict-affected states. 

It brought together leading government officials involved in peace 

processes, facilitators in conflict situations and representatives from civil 

society from the region, the UK and elsewhere.  The object was to share 

experience and best practice, including in Northern Ireland, and to discuss 

strengthening the capacity of states in the region to promote sustainable 

approaches to conflict resolution. 

 

 

Key points 

  While there is a ‘menu’ of options for action in conflict resolution and 

peacebuilding, understanding context in a particular situation is vital, and action 

needs to be tailored to local needs; 

  A peace process resembles a never-ending journey, with milestones, or political 

commitments, to achieve rather than reaching a finite end.  There is a need for 

patience, persistence and strong united leadership, among government and 

opponents, to keep the process going; 

  Creating trust is at the heart of a peace process, and mechanisms can usefully 

be put in place to help engender and maintain trust, for example for security 

arrangements and promoting reconciliation; 

  In the right circumstances, third party engagement and mediation can positively 

and radically move peace-making forward, but it must be demand-driven and not 

supply led; 

  Transforming peace agreements into long-lasting peace arrangements and 

political settlements takes time; it requires the full engagement of all parts of 

society: inter-agency/governmental cooperation, the participation of women and 

the private sector, of civil society organisations and traditional community bodies, 

as well as of informed and concerned citizens.  There is a need for the 

international community to have a sustained interest in the process of 

peacebuilding.   
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 Regional context 

1. South East Asia’s remarkable economic progress in recent decades has to large extent 

masked long-standing internal conflicts in several countries of the region, conflicts often 

provoked in the first place by grievances about economic marginalisation and social 

injustice.  The diversity of the region, in religion and ethnicity, while sources of 

enrichment, may also be ingredients of conflict.  Yet progress has certainly been made, 

for example in addressing conflict in Aceh, in East Timor/Timor Leste, in Mindanao and 

elsewhere.  

2. Since the landmark agreement which ended the Aceh conflict in 2005, private or non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) offering to facilitate dialogue and support 

reconciliation in the region have rapidly grown in number.  This in part represents a 

global trend but also indicates a greater openness in South East Asia to an external 

involvement which was earlier deemed as unthinkable. While private actors operate in 

the space between the official and unofficial, their efforts in some instances have 

helped launch a formal dialogue process, and prompted engagement of a formal 

facilitator for a process.  Most recently, the Association of South East Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) has itself created the ASEAN Institute for Peace and Reconciliation (AIPR), 

based in Jakarta, to contribute research and policy recommendations on conflict 

resolution. 

 Designing, structuring and maintaining a peace process 

3. While conflict situations are invariably unique, each with its’ own history, there are 

some principles which need to be respected in all contexts and guidelines which may 

be applicable.  Over the last 30 years there has been an overwhelming acceptance that 

legitimacy and good governance derive from a set of universal values, including 

respect for basic human rights and the rule of law. Effective peace-making demands 

democratic government;  it can only start with as broad a national consensus as is 

possible on the need for peace, and in particular unity among government agencies.  

The building of trust is fundamental to a peace process; it cannot be achieved if one 

part of government pursues a military option while another is trying to engage in 

dialogue.  Similarly there needs to be coherence between military and political wings of 

armed groups.  Establishing a sound and cohesive structure for managing negotiations 

is necessary, as well as allocating the requisite human and financial resources.  There 

should be continuity on the part of both the government and the opposing party or 

parties.  There needs to be familiarity, particularly on the government side, with the 

conflict, and local knowledge; non-state armed groups (NSAGs) have essentially ‘lived’ 

the conflict for years, whereas for government negotiators there is often a sharp 

learning curve.  For NSAGs, however, there may be little expertise or skill in 

participating in conflict resolution processes, and they may need support to acquire 

this. Both sides need to appreciate the importance of ‘entry points’, those key issues 

which may open up additional flexibility with the other side, and understand the 

psychology and approach of their opponents’ leadership.    

4. A peace process is important in itself, constituting a never-ending journey with 

milestones to be achieved, and political commitments to be implemented, rather than 

an end point.  It provides grounds for hope and creates trust, particularly when 

commitments entered into are implemented, and when risk is shared.  Implementation 

is often held up by ‘who goes first’; it should be divided into very small steps for each to 

take, and approached incrementally.   The process must be kept going, without either 

side having opportunities to walk out.  Process planning, design and structure are all 

important. At the outset of a process, governments need to have a vision of a viable 

end state, and shape a strategy for reaching it, rather than impose limitations or 

preconditions on what can be negotiated.  It is argued that often NSAGs may be willing 

to settle for much less than governments fear, and setting preconditions can form a 

block on negotiations.  At the same time, it has to be recognised that democratic 

governments have difficulty to be seen talking to NSAGs when violence occurs, and in 
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such circumstances secret back-channels may be needed. Back-channels are 

invariably part of any peace process, and are an important back-stop for potential break 

down in dialogue.  While conditions for a successful negotiation may include a 

perceived mutual military stalemate, and there may also be a generational aspect 

involved, the importance of leadership is paramount. A new government taking office, 

for example, may be an opportunity to make a major gesture, particularly if dialogue 

has previously broken down. 

5. While there is no template for conflict resolution, there is a ‘menu’ of ideas and options 

for action through sharing experiences and best practice from different situations.  It is 

necessary to recognise opportunity in a peace process, and to demonstrate flexibility.  

Written statements in negotiations may risk locking a party into a position needlessly; 

concise oral statements are to be preferred, clearly articulating what constitutes the 

party’s interests, what it wants and why.  This can sometimes enable the party itself to 

understand fully its own position.  Breakthroughs may well happen away from the 

negotiating table.  Agreements evolve, and sticking too rigorously to a plan can be 

counter-productive.  Interim arrangements may be valuable in the short-term when 

intractable blocks arise.  When there is a breakdown in negotiations, there should be 

analysis of what went wrong, and a fresh start made with a different approach.  There 

is a need to build on failures.  Shuttle diplomacy can be important during a difficult time; 

one side can help the other to understand the power of words, and what can be said 

that would make a difference.  When there is nobody to talk to, because of a fractured 

opposition, the international community may be able to help in promoting unity.    

6. Confidentiality is required for negotiations, as concessions will generally only be made 

if one of the parties is not embarrassed by them.  The costs of failure are also less if 

dialogue is non-public.  At the same time, governments need to have a communications 

plan for outreach.  It should be in three phases, covering the case for an agreement, 

building support while negotiations are ongoing and the post-settlement period.  There 

should be a careful mapping of all stake-holders in a peace process, including in the 

region and beyond.  Outreach is particularly important in countering spoilers, and can 

act as a catalyst in drawing the two sides together in condemning extreme elements.  

Exile communities exercise an increasingly influential voice; governments need to 

engage with these groups, and to act in a manner both confident, yet sensitive, towards 

them.   

 Third party facilitation or mediation and mediation support 

7. Governments worldwide are often reluctant to agree to third party mediation or, 

perhaps a less sensitive concept, facilitation, although research shows that with a 

mediator involved a peace process is twice as likely to succeed.  Effective impartial 

mediation is at the core of trust-building, providing space to manage mutual fears 

among the parties for the entirety of the peace process and the implementation of the 

agreements it produces.  It requires understanding the sensitivities, specifics and 

complexities of the conflict, as well as the larger context, the political, legal and social 

systems and institutions, and their constraints.        

8. A mediator needs to start with a plan, to provide the sense of direction, but to adapt this 

to realities.  Mediation can involve a range of techniques, from the lightest of touches to 

a strong mediator enabling changes to conditions on the ground.  Again, there is no 

one size fits all.  Mediation generally needs to be low-key, discreet and conducted with 

confidentiality, although this can mitigate building public confidence.  The aim is for the 

parties to perceive they are getting what they want, which requires understanding their 

minimum requirements and maximum limitations. A mediator needs to promote 

inclusivity, and bring everyone necessary to the table, although this can create greater 

complexities.  Listening, and creating respect for historical narratives, is required.  

Identifying the deal-breaking issues and red lines is key, and putting forward possible 

compromises, which constitute ‘sufficient consensus’ to be able to make progress. In 

articulating compromises, mediators may play on ‘constructive ambiguity’, when the 
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parties may have differing understandings of what is meant.  While this may solve an 

immediate problem, and is well-intentioned, it may often later rebound.     

9. Mediation can be undertaken by a range of actors: international organisations, such as 

the United Nations, or regional organisations, which can have advantage due to their 

geographical and cultural proximity; a single state, with preference often shown for 

small countries like Norway and Switzerland; individuals; and civil society 

organisations.  Mediation by states can bring leverage, resources and state-focussed 

experience.  Non-state actors are more agile and often bring experience from multiple 

conflicts.  The importance is for mediation to be demand-driven and not supply-led.  

While efforts at conflict resolution may begin as ‘home-grown’ processes, as, for 

example, most recently in Myanmar, once external actors become involved they can 

dwarf local actors due to their greater resources and create a crowded field; there is 

also a risk they may exceed their mandate.  There is a need for strong coordination, 

especially among non-state actors involved in mediation, and mechanisms to ensure 

their accountability. 

10. A recent innovation in mediation support is The International Contact Group (ICG) in 

Mindanao, the first ever formal hybrid mediation mechanism.  Composed of four states 

and four international non-governmental organisations, its component parts can play 

complementary roles to achieve its overarching purpose to ‘accompany and mobilise 

international support for the peace process’ and to ‘exert proper leverage and sustain 

the interest of the parties as well as maintain a level of comfort that restores mutual 

trust’.
1
    A third party role is often more acceptable in the implementation and 

monitoring stages of a peace process.  The cost of implementation can be 

considerable, and the international community needs to be mobilised to provide support 

through a long-term commitment. 

 Promoting normalisation and transition to security and development 

11. Issues surrounding democratic security, economic reintegration, social cohesion and 

reconciliation are interrelated requiring a mix of measures to provide acceptable 

solutions to end conflict.  There is a need to prioritise.  Particular challenges arise in 

designing disarmament and reintegration programmes in societies with a traditional 

culture of arms, and providing livelihoods in areas which are not, for many years, 

economically prosperous. 

12. A ceasefire is a means to an end and should provide space for a political process.  It 

also provides a degree of security so the first shoots of prosperity can occur.  This 

generates a peace dividend, giving the local population something to lose, and thereby 

creates pressure on leaders to negotiate and take part in a political process.  Once an 

agreement is in sight, monitoring of its implementation has to be established, which 

invariably requires third party involvement.  In Mindanao this takes the form of a joint 

coordinating committee between the Government of the Philippines and the Moro 

Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) together with a Malaysia-led Independent Monitoring 

Team and recognised human rights monitors and citizens reporting on violations 

through SMS texts.  In Aceh, the European Union deployed a monitoring mission, with 

contributions from ASEAN and other European states, once the government reached 

an agreement with the Free Aceh Movement (GAM).      

13. Decommissioning arms and reintegrating combatants can act as a test of commitment 

to a ceasefire.  There are a number of dilemmas involved.  Cash incentives are 

 

 

 

1
 The ICG is composed of four states, the United Kingdom, Japan, Turkey and Saudi Arabia, and four international 

non-governmental organisations, Muhammadiyah, Conciliation Resources, The Asia Foundation and the Centre for 

Humanitarian Dialogue and was created in 2009. 
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sometimes used, for example in Aceh and elsewhere, but are generally felt to be ill-

advised.  There can be ambiguity about who constitutes a combatant, and providing 

cash for weapons can create economic burdens.  It can also be viewed as ‘rewarding 

bad behaviour’, and create community resentment.  Prisoner releases may also be 

used as incentives for the return of weapons, but this was not deemed successful in the 

experience of Northern Ireland.  Real progress was only made there when an 

international Independent Monitoring Commission was created.  While it operated in 

secret it was overseen by respected observers to demonstrate that its work was 

tangible and real, creating public confidence.  Communications around this work were 

also vital. 

14. A failure to reintegrate ex-combatants and other illegal armed groups into productive 

civilian life leads to continuing insecurity and can sew the seeds for future conflict.  

Removal of weapons, it is suggested, comprises only one element in this process; 

there needs to be a ‘demilitarising’ of mind-set, and a holistic approach to reintegration 

involving the local community.  Psychosocial support for former combatants is needed, 

counselling and self-support initiatives like veterans’ associations.  

15. Women are often the drivers of change in their community and can constitute a grass 

roots movement for peace and re-building societies at the local level.  Experience in the 

Philippines and Indonesia has shown how women have re-started economic activity in 

the market place which helps the community move on.  Women in the Philippines have 

been active throughout the peace process and contributed an important dynamic.  UN 

Security Council resolution 1325 provides a strong policy framework for the 

involvement of women in conflict resolution and post conflict recovery.  In 2010 the 

Philippines adopted a National Action Plan, as the resolution envisages, covering the 

years 2011 to 2016.  The object is for women’s involvement in peacebuilding to be 

sustained and integrated.  There is often a gap in women’s participation at the senior 

political level in peace processes, and it is necessary to identify at an early stage who 

will take part in the delegations to peace talks by government and opponents alike, to 

enable optimal opportunity for women. 

16. There are a number of significant policy management issues once agreements are 

reached for conflict-affected areas and new arrangements provided for power and 

wealth-sharing.  Such post-settlement challenges should be focused on earlier in the 

process.  How can regional or special autonomy be introduced in a sustainable way?  It 

is often easier to divide power and wealth between the centre and the devolving region 

than within the new region itself.  There are invariably vested interests to overcome, 

including removing the benefits from the informal, illegal economy.  Who shares the 

wealth?  There is concern a new elite may emerge, and there will be reluctance to 

tackle corruption in this newly-enriched elite for fear it will revert to the use of violence.  

Spoils from access to positions consume budgets, with limited benefits to the wider 

population.  There may be a gap between the aspirations of former NSAGs and their 

actual capacity to govern and deliver in the post-settlement phase.  Outside support 

may be needed for capacity-building, for example in the management of resources.  

This cannot be done without detailed knowledge of local conditions.  What is the 

capacity for political participation on the ground and how should training for this be 

conducted?  It would more appropriately be done by non-political actors rather than 

partial agencies.  Minorities -- for example in southern Thailand some 20% of the 

population is Buddhist -- who are likely to feel they are losers under new arrangements, 

need to be engaged.  There is also a need to sell the settlement to the rest of the 

nation.  

17. In a region where people have previously been operating outside the law, it is broadly 

felt that a tougher law and order regime may need to be phased in over time. Elected 

representatives in the newly established region need to stay plugged into national 

politics since ultimately the political arrangement is to reconnect it to the country’s 

economic and political mainstream.  In the framework of the Mindanao settlement,  

mechanisms are envisaged for this, through a body providing for inter-government 
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relations between executives and an inter-parliament forum for legislatures.  

Opportunities for business and investment, such as occurred in Northern Ireland, can 

follow from and support a political settlement.  New economic incentives should be 

created. Training is needed for local entrepreneurs. There is a need to encourage 

private sector investors, to drive growth and job creation.  This could be done by 

simplifying regulations and reducing start-up costs for new businesses.  It inevitably 

takes time, however, to create economic opportunities, generate employment and 

become economically self-sufficient.  Interim measures are needed to sustain post-

conflict economies.  One way to do this is to introduce social safety net programmes to 

help build or repair high-priority infrastructure at the local level – roads or drainage for 

example.  Finally, the delivery of health and education services is critical in post-conflict 

societies.  This is a long-term task requiring considerable financial resources. 

18. Reintegration, development, justice and reconciliation all play a role in maintaining 

peace and ensuring security and should be addressed in a cohesive manner. 

Reconciliation is not a ‘one-time arrival’ but ongoing.  It requires political will and a 

flexible and adaptable approach, as the environment changes. Reconciliation needs to 

be considered in context, and mechanisms developed in accordance with local culture, 

at community level, rather than be imported.  It is suggested that such local 

mechanisms exist, but they are not acknowledged as such.  For example cultural 

practices, like ceremonies honouring the dead, can provide opportunities for healing, 

and symbolic personal gestures, denoting recognition, are helpful.   There is a need to 

distinguish between justice and the law.  Strict application of the law may not always be 

pursued as the people who would be prosecuted are often participating in the peace 

process.  An amnesty may be necessary; it acknowledges fault or blame one side may 

not want to accept.  But there should not be amnesty for certain offences, including 

drug trafficking, and the UN cannot condone amnesties for genocide, war crimes, 

crimes against humanity and gross violations of human rights.  One suggestion is for 

each side, through local peace pacts, to deal with offences on their own side;  for 

members of the armed forces, there can be a court martial;  for armed groups, their 

own recognised sanction. 

 

 

Conclusions 

19. In earlier periods, there was major UN involvement in resolving conflicts in Cambodia 

and Timor Leste, since nationwide conflict resulted in the break-down of institutions and 

the need for a complete restructuring of the state.  Efforts to settle current conflicts are, 

however, largely driven by domestic actors, with domestic processes.  NSAGs are 

generally keen for third party engagement, benefitting from the legitimacy this provides 

them, potential resources and guarantees. It may be a judicious approach for a state to 

recognise the needs of NSAGs and open a peace process to third party engagement, 

whether international or regional, state or private involvement.  Inviting such third party 

engagement is, however, at the prerogative of the conflict-affected state, as is the 

conduct of the peace process. 

20. The end game of any peace negotiation is broadly twofold:  to strengthen and 

democratize state and societal institutions, and to remove violence from politics.  

Building institutions that enjoy the confidence of citizens and provide security, 

economic opportunities, the allocation of public resources consistent with need and 

absorptive capacity and access to justice can be challenging under any circumstances.  

It is especially hard to achieve in areas affected by conflict.   

21. Efforts to tackle major conflicts in South East Asia are progressing.  At the same time, 

there needs to be an awareness of the risk of low level conflicts increasing in the 

region, in particular competition over resources.  Early warning systems need to be 

developed and conflict-sensitive development policies.  The recent establishment of the 

ASEAN Institute for Peace and Reconciliation, once made operational, provides one 

means for sharing knowledge and best practice, including training and expertise, and 

should be supported.  Discussions on conflict resolution and, in particular, the longer-
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term policies needed for normalisation in post-conflict situations, and their implications, 

should usefully be continued in the region.        

 Isobelle Jaques  

Wilton Park | December 2013 
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