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FOREWORD
Perhaps more than any other factor, conflict acts as major obstacle on nations’ pathways
to prosperity. Its impact is nothing short of catastrophic, devastating lives, dividing
communities, and destroying economic potential. Put simply, conflict condemns people to
poverty, preventing individuals, communities, and nations from fulfilling their vast potential.

Baroness Stroud
CEO, Legatum Institute

Indeed, this link between conflict and poverty has been highlighted consistently in the past
fourteen editions of the Legatum Prosperity Index. This year’s edition is no exception, with
the ten bottom-ranked nations all dealing with the consequences of conflict, from Syria and
Afghanistan to Yemen and South Sudan.
Estimates suggest that in just ten years, half of the world’s poor will live in nations impacted
by war. Yet it is poor nations that can least afford the economic fallout wrought by conflict.
Civil war is estimated to reduce GDP by over 2 per cent each year, to say nothing of the
opportunity cost for nations at a key juncture in their development.
However, conflict remains an all too familiar feature of the world we live in. And it is a
phenomenon that is becoming more – rather than less – common. Approaching 20,000
people were killed in non-state conflicts in 2019, one of the worst annual figures in more
than three decades. Meanwhile, there were 54 active state-based conflicts recorded in the
same year, a record high since 1946.
Perhaps even more concerning, evidence suggests that conflicts are more likely to recur than
ever before, with the UN estimating that as many as 60 per cent of conflicts relapse within
five years of the initial cessation of hostilities. Such statistics must compel us to re-examine
existing approaches to post-conflict reconciliation, to ensure the prevalence, recurrence, and
impact of conflict is minimised.
However, to date, the international community has done little to assess the benefits of the
myriad reconciliation programmes in operation in post-conflict environments around the
world. This is both a failure and an opportunity. The examples highlighted within this report
showcase what works – programmes that seek to address the impact of individual trauma, to
rebuild divided communities, and to unify nations.
Much of this best practice – such as the need for appropriate mental healthcare capacity - is
intuitive. But much of it is not. For example, the examples contained in this report illustrate
the disproportionate impact of effective national leadership. Leaders require what John Paul
Lederach describes as ‘moral imagination’ if they are to deliver an effective – and lasting –
peace. This requires not only an ability to embody reunification but the determination to
prioritise and resource the lengthy process of bringing war-torn nations back together.
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Collectively, the nations featured in this report provide an empirical framework for
reconciliation, based upon three pillars: fostering national unity, rebuilding communities, and
healing individual trauma. Their success underscores the need for a comprehensive approach
to reconciliation, one that combines established features such as truth commissions with
bespoke initiatives designed to address the unique context of conflict.
Effective reconciliation requires an effort to address the underlying causes of conflict, and
the trauma war causes. This necessitates a collective commitment to acknowledge the past specifically the suffering and the inherent dignity of the countless victims of war - as well as
to address it.
The three nations featured have all defied the odds in delivering both peace and prosperity
in the face of at times overwhelming challenges. They demonstrate that the process of
post-conflict reconciliation is prolonged, challenging, and rarely linear. But it offers perhaps
the best chance for ensuring that peace agreements translate into more than a cessation of
hostilities – that the potential of peaceful, unified societies can be realised.
Evidently, the process of reconciliation is not swift nor straightforward. It requires nothing
short of national renewal, shaped by such leaders of character willing to prioritise long-term
national wellbeing over short-term political expediency. However, the examples contained
within this report provide us with evidence of what works. And perhaps as important,
they provide us with the inspiration to believe that individuals, communities, and nations
can indeed emerge from the long shadow cast by conflict and begin to fulfil their unique
potential.
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LIST OF ACRONYMS
ARN		

Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization (Colombia)

ARTC		

Rwandan Association of Trauma Counsellors

AVEGA		

Association of Genocide Widows Agahozo (Rwanda)

CCA		

Collaborative Commercial Alliance (Colombia)

CEV		
Commission for the Clarification of the Truth, Coexistence and Non-		
		Recurrence (Colombia)
CMP		

Community Memorialization Project (Sri Lanka)

CSO		

Civil Society Organisation

DFID		

Department for International Development (UK)

DIRC		

District Inter-Religious Committee (Sir Lanka)

ERA		

Rural Alternative Schools (Colombia)

ESPERE		

Schools of Forgiveness and Reconciliation Programme (Colombia)

FARC		
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia/Revolutionary Armed Forces
		of Colombia
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FARG		

Genocide Survivors Support and Assistance Fund (Rwanda)

FfR		

Foundation for Reconciliation (Colombia)

GATAC		

Global Agreement for the Termination of Armed Conflict (Colombia)

GDP		

Gross Domestic Product

ICC		

International Criminal Court

ICIP		

International Catalan institute for Peace

ICRC		

International Committee of the Red Cross

ICTJ		

International Centre for Transitional Justice

ICTR		

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda

ICTY		

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia

IDP		

Internally Displaced Person

IFRC		

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

JDP		

Joint Development Project

JEP		

Special Jurisdiction for Peace (Colombia)

LLRC		

Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission (Sri Lanka)

LTTE		

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (Sri Lanka)

NAR		

Never Again Rwanda

NGO		

Non-governmental Organisation

NPC		

National Peace Council (Sri Lanka)

OFR		

Office for Reparations (Sri Lanka)

OHCHR		

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

OMP		

Office of Missing Persons (Sri Lanka)

ONUR		

Office of National Unity and Reconciliation (Sri Lanka)

PAM		

Peace Accord Matrix (Colombia)

PAPSIVI		
Programme for Social and Psychological Support for Victims of the Armed
		Conflict (Colombia)
PTSD		

Post-traumatic Stress Disorder

RPF		

Rwandan Patriotic Front

SEED		

Centre for Sustainable Peace and Democratic Development (Rwanda)

SFCG		

Search for Common Ground (Sri Lanka)

SIDA		

Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency

SIVJRNR
Comprehensive System of Truth, Justice, Reparation and Non-Repetition
		(Colombia)
TRC		

Truth and Reconciliation Commission (South Africa)

UBPD		

Unit for the Search for Persons Presumed Disappeared (Colombia)

UIA 		

Investigation and Prosecution Unit (Colombia)

UN		

United Nations

UNDP		

United Nations Development Programme

UNHCR		

United Nations High Commission for Refugees

UNICEF		

United Nations Children’s Fund

USAID		

United States Agency for International Development

USIP		

United States Institute for Peace

WHO		

World Health Organisation
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report provides a comparative analysis of post-conflict reconciliation in three nations:
Rwanda, Sri Lanka, and Colombia. The wealth of empirical evidence from each nation
showcases a wide variety of processes and programmes that are sustaining peace at a
national, community, and individual level.
As such, this sample presents a clear framework for effective reconciliation, based upon three
key features:
1. FOSTERING NATIONAL UNITY
Deliver inclusive political leadership by:
•

Making reconciliation a national priority.

•

Using the high profile of leaders to model reconciliation.

•

Ensuring that post-conflict reconstruction and political representation does not actively
discriminate against any one party, ethnicity, or faith.

•

Emphasising a sense of unifying, national identity.

Develop an inclusive narrative of conflict by:
Establishing a truth commission that incorporates existing best practice, specifically that the
Commission is:
•

Established as soon as possible following the cessation of hostilities.

•

Led by Commissioners deemed authoritative, credible, and independent.

•

Committed to delivering upon a tightly focussed mandate.

•

Free from political interference of any kind and able to make recommendations to
government.

•

Provided with sufficient financial and bureaucratic resources to fulfil its mandate.

Establish effective framework for justice by:
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•

Inviting international support to create an International Tribunal to prosecute the most
egregious human rights violations.

•

Using restorative justice mechanisms to ease the burden on the judicial system by
processing the high volume of additional cases.

2. REBUILDING COMMUNITIES
Facilitate face-to-face contact by:
•

Supporting the role of civil society organisations, NGOs, and international partners.

•

Acknowledging the unique context of conflict.

•

Creating informal opportunities for contact, such as sporting and cultural events.

Enable community dialogue by supporting local reconciliation programmes which are:
•

Led by neutral, experienced facilitators.

•

Conducted in an environment where participants have no fear of reprisal.

•

Continued for a minimum of two years.

•

Subject to a strict adherence to agreed topics and rules of interaction.

Restore community interdependency by:
•

Supporting initiatives which incentivise former adversaries working together, such as
joint development projects.

3. HEALING INDIVIDUAL TRAUMA
Identify and prioritise the treatment of the most vulnerable by:
•

Actively partnering with international organisations, NGOs, and donors.

•

Providing targeted, specialist support to specific categories of victims such as victims of
sexual trauma and children.

•

Prioritising the treatment of traumatised former combatants who pose some of the
highest risk of relapsing into conflict.

Increase capacity of psychosocial support through informal therapy mechanisms by:
•

Maximising the informal opportunities to resolve low-level trauma, through programmes
which:

•

Have a duration of at least two years.

•

Are facilitated by local NGOs able to navigate the unique context of conflict.
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INTRODUCTION
Peace is arguably the essential pre-condition for prosperity. Conflict has been appropriately
characterised as ‘development in reverse’, not only preventing nations from embarking upon
their own pathway to prosperity but reversing much of the hard-won progress of preceding
decades.1
More so than ever, peace appears elusive in many parts of the world. Since the mid-1990s,
there has been a sharp increase in the recurrence rate of conflict, with the United Nations
(UN) estimating that as many as 60 per cent of conflicts in the early 2000s had relapsed
within five years of the initial peace .2
Furthermore, the impact of conflict on civilian populations has increased dramatically since
the turn of the twentieth century. Civilian fatalities in wartime rose sharply from just 5 per
cent in 1900 to 65 per cent by the end of World War II, increasing to over 90 per cent during
the 1990s.3
Whilst this undoubtedly reflects the unprecedented scale of conflicts during the twentieth
century, it also reflects their changing dynamics; today, civilians are routinely targeted
by various state and non-state actors as part of campaigns of political or ethnic reprisal,
with tactics ranging from torture to genocide.4 However, the psychological consequences
of conflict upon civilian populations have been consistently overlooked in national and
international conflict resolution initiatives until the turn of the twenty-first century.5
This is changing. As the prevalence of atrocities against civilians has increased, so too has
international recognition of their psychological impact. A 2019 study conducted by the
World Health Organisation (WHO) estimated that one in five people in post-conflict settings
suffered from depression, anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), bipolar
disorder, or schizophrenia, indicting a significantly higher prevalence than earlier indications.6
The increasing recurrence of conflict and its increasing impact upon civilians requires us to
reconsider the role of reconciliation. There is a clear correlation between the pervasiveness of
such latent trauma within post-conflict environments, and the recurrence of war. Thankfully,
there is now a growing recognition of the importance of acknowledging and addressing
trauma as a precondition of achieving lasting peace, reflected in the issue’s increasing
prioritisation within state and non-state responses to conflict.7

1. Collier, P. (2003), Breaking the conflict trap: civil war and development policy, (Washington, DC: World Bank).
2. Einsiedel, S. et al. (2017), Civil war trends and the changing nature of armed conflicts, (New York: UN
University), p.3.
3. UNICEF (1999), ‘Impact of armed conflict on children’, Patterns in conflict, (New York: UNICEF), p.6.
4. Avis, W. (2019), Current trends in violent conflict, (Brighton: Institute of Development Studies), p.10.
5. Becker, D. (2001), Dealing with the consequences of organized violence, (Berlin: Berghof Research Center for
Constructive Conflict Management), p.2.
6. Charlson, F., Ommeren, M., Flaxman, A., et al. (2019), ‘New WHO prevalence estimates of mental disorders
in conflict settings: a systematic review and meta-analysis’, The Lancet, vol. 394, pp.240-248.
7. Clark, P. and Kaufman Z. (ed.) (2008), After genocide - Transitional justice, post-conflict reconstruction and
reconciliation in Rwanda and beyond, (London: Hurst), p.150.
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Though definitions of reconciliation vary, the concept is perhaps best understood as
‘the long-term process by which the parties to a violent dispute build trust, learn to live
cooperatively, and create a stable peace’.8 However, despite the cataclysmic consequences
of conflict, there remains little consensus as to how this can best be achieved. Specifically,
it is far from clear how national, regional, and local reconciliation initiatives can be best
coordinated and sequenced, or how good practice can be evidenced and documented.
This in part reflects the unique nature of individual conflicts, and the innumerable variables
that determine the potential of reconciliation efforts; from the time that has elapsed since
the cessation of hostilities to the ability of community and national leaders to act as unifying
agents of reconciliation, to the availability of suitable interlocutors.
Whilst peace treaties may end periods of conflict, they do little to help heal the divisions
that caused them. Instead, for nations to emerge from conflict, the societal bonds that hold
communities together must be rebuilt, and victims of trauma must be supported. There is
therefore a pressing need to re-examine existing approaches of post-conflict reconciliation,
and its role in breaking the cycle of violence.
This report examines some of the common challenges facing post-conflict nations emerging
from periods of internal conflict. It aims to highlight examples of good practice; programmes
that have achieved positive results in bringing individuals, communities, and nations back
together that may prove instructive for others. It provides a comparative analysis of three
nations seeking to address the damaging legacy of conflict: Rwanda, Sri Lanka, and Colombia.
The 1994 Rwandan genocide left an estimated 800,000 people dead, killing up to 70 per
cent of the minority Tutsi population, and reducing the total Rwandan population by as
much as 10 per cent.9 According to a study carried out by the National Institute for Statistics
of Rwanda, approximately 37,000 people were widowed and 74,000 children orphaned.10 In
addition, an estimated 250,000 women are believed to have been victims of rape.11
Sri Lanka’s 26-year civil war came to an end in 2009 after claiming the lives of an estimated
150,000 people.12 As many as 900,000 people were displaced during the quarter of a century
of conflict between government forces and the separatist Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), which exposed key ethnic fault lines within the country, principally between the
majority Sinhalese and minority Tamil communities.
Colombia’s 2016 Peace Accord brought to an end the world’s longest-running civil war.
During over half a century of conflict, an estimated 220,000 Colombians were killed, with
civilians comprising over 80 per cent of fatalities.13 The conflict displaced close to seven

8. Snodderly, D. (2011), Peace terms, (Washington, DC: USIP), p.44.
9. ‘Rwanda remembers the 800,000 killed on 25th anniversary of genocide’, Reuters, 6 April 2019.
10. National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda (2008), Genocide survivors census report - 2007, (Kigali: National
Institute of Statistics of Rwanda).
11. United Nations outreach programme on the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda, updated 2020.
12. International Crisis Group (2017), Sri Lanka’s conflict-affected women: Dealing with the legacy of war,
(Brussels: ICG), p.1.
13. Erlingsson, M. (2013), Civil society and peacebuilding in Colombian society, Master’s thesis, Linnaeus
University, p.25.
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million people, equating to around 13 per cent of the population.14 The impact on ordinary
citizens, especially in the rural territories, has been so severe that the conflict has been
characterised as a ‘war against the civilian population’.15
Though each nation is at a very different stage in its journey emerging from conflict, their
collective experiences offer a wealth of empirical evidence to inform understanding of
individual, community, and national-level reconciliation frameworks. The examples cited in
this report are not intended to be an exhaustive list, but rather to shine a spotlight on some
of the key initiatives that have proven most effective, often those operating with minimal
resources.
While acknowledging that the process of reconciliation can take place before, during, and
after conflict, this report focuses upon the specific challenges of post-conflict reconciliation.
However, we have included Colombia as one of our three country case studies, in part to
illustrate the strength brought to the process when reconciliation has been ongoing at a
grass-root level during a sustained conflict, and because the diverse instruments created as
part of their transitional justice framework are widely acknowledged as representing global
best practice – these offer us a wealth of lessons and observations.
The research contained within this report is based in part upon a series of informant
interviews with reconciliation practitioners, including in each of the three case study nations.
The authors are indebted to them for their candour in sharing their insights of the challenges
of working in some of the most difficult environments imaginable. Their example is an
inspiration.
This report is divided into three parts. The first analyses national reconciliation, exploring
the crucial role of unifying national leadership, as well as differing approaches to transitional
justice mechanisms and truth commissions. The second assesses the centrality of rebuilding
communities, and the importance of social programmes in strengthening social cohesion
through facilitating face-to-face contact, community dialogue, and joint development
projects. Lastly, the third examines the necessity to address the psychological impact of
conflict on individuals, by maximising the accessibility of trauma care, including – critically for former combatants.

14. UN (2016), ‘UN agency urges inclusion of victims of mass displacement in Colombian peace talks’, Press
release, 12 April.
15. Garcia-Duran, M. (2004), Alternatives to war: Colombia’s peace process, (London: Conciliation Resources),
p.15.
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THE DYNAMICS OF RECONCILIATION
Despite the increasing awareness of the importance of reconciliation in post-conflict
environments, the concept is still subject to a variety of often nebulous definitions.
Though 75 per cent of the United Nations Security Council’s mandated missions aim
for ‘reconciliation’ in some form, there remains little consensus about how best to
achieve it.
This reflects reconciliation’s role in forging so-called ‘positive’ peace, characterised by
the restoration of strong societal bonds and the delivery of justice. The widespread
assumption that delivering a so-called ‘negative’ peace – namely the cessation of
hostilities – would be sufficient to prevent the recurrence of conflict has proved false.
Instead, issues from past conflicts, including both the original causes and subsequent
grievances, remain unsolved. As such, they pose a significant threat to the safety and
security of individuals, communities, and nations. The failure to address these issues,
or superficial efforts that seek to address them too rapidly – risk resulting in repeated
cycles of violence. Reconciliation should therefore be understood as not only a process
of resolving existing conflicts, but also of laying the foundations for future conflict
prevention.
Successful reconciliation is therefore a protracted endeavour; one best conceptualised
as both a process and a goal. Such a conceptualisation acknowledges the complexity
of the challenge, the need for a variety of concurrent approaches, and the need for
patience and persistence. It also highlights the inherent danger in attempting to
impose too rigid a framework; successful reconciliation rarely follows an established
sequence, but rather relies upon a multitude of complementary approaches working in
tandem.
At their core, these approaches require the rebuilding of human relationships damaged
or destroyed by conflict. It also requires the building of new relationships with former
adversaries, based upon a shared understanding of the past, and a shared desire to
envisage a new future.
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Q&A WITH JOHN PAUL LEDERACH, PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF INTERNATIONAL
PEACEBUILDING, UNIVERSITY OF NOTRE DAME.
“It takes courage and tenacity to dream at times like these. We are also faced with a world
of violence and war, inequality and injustice, a world of famine and poverty. We are not
blocked or restrained by the lack of resources for responding to these problems. We are
shackled by a lack of imagination…by a lack of commitment to live by those dreams with
the conviction that they are possible”.
John Paul Lederach, The Journey Towards Reconciliation1

How can we seek to understand the term reconciliation?
Reconciliation is a process that goes beyond peace accords and moves towards
restoring the broken web of human relationships. More broadly I conceptualise
reconciliation as a journey, one which involves human encounter, and one which always
has a clear horizon. This idea holds true to the lived experiences of people on the
ground. A journey illustrates people turning toward each other and choosing to move
forward together. Horizon, although politically daunting, provides orientation and
requires persistence as you never quite reach it.
Reconciliation is also primarily concerned with re-humanising and restoring human
dignity where dehumanisation has been unleashed. This involves making what victims
have lived through visible, having their experiences publicly acknowledged as wrong and
lifting them up. I often observe that the deepest sense of loss people have is that their
experiences have not been acknowledged.
There is a lot of disagreement around the sequencing of reconciliation processes, but
I believe simultaneity is more the reality on the ground. Processes happen in layers
embedded within each other; it is not about simply waiting for the right conditions for
reconciliation to emerge.

You have often spoken about the need for ‘moral imagination’ in leaders, could
you explain this?
In societies seeking to move forward, what makes the difference is individuals
and leaders who have moral imagination. I describe this as the ability to imagine
constructive responses and initiatives that, while rooted in the day-to-day challenges
of violent settings, are by their very nature capable of transcending these and breaking
destructive cycles of violence. The moral imagination builds on an initial understanding
that our futures are connected, staying curious about lived experience and creatively
seeking new responses to deadly cycles of violence. Ultimately, transcending cycles of
violence requires imagination beyond what exists that connects to the human capacity
for constructive response and will require risk.

1. Lederach, J.P. (1999), The journey towards reconciliation, (Independence, MO: Herald Press), p. 202.
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The meeting place analogy is perhaps one of your best known, would you be
able to expand on this?
The meeting place analogy emerged during my work in the Nicaraguan conflict. This
emphasises the necessary meeting of four social energies: Truth, Justice, Mercy and
Peace. If you listen closely in conflict or post-conflict settings, you hear these four
energies the whole time. You hear people demanding more truth, or more justice. These
are each very powerful and have whole social movements behind them. The challenges
lies in finding how they meet and are held together, the social space where these four
different but equally important voices interact, where they meet, engage and stay
connected, this place is called reconciliation.

You have witnessed the peace process in Colombia first-hand, would you be
able to share a couple of your key insights from this?
In Colombia I worked closely with the High Commissioner for Peace, Sergio Jaramillo
Caro, one of the chief architects of the peace process. He guided the structure known
as the ‘territorial’ approach to peace. Colombia was among the first nations in the
world to bring a true sense of the wider population both participating in and being
responsible for making a case in front of the top-level peace negotiations. There were
whole periods of time when large groups of victims came into the negotiations, such
as women, indigenous and ethnic Afro-Colombian groups. Significantly, you also had a
cross-reference of people harmed by all sides of the conflict.
We can use this to help illustrate the nature of reconciliation, the seeds and processes
of which can happen before, during, and after conflict. In many regards the process
of bringing people to speak into the negotiations happened prior to the final accord.
Throughout Colombia because of the length of time the conflict lasted, across the
different territories, there were significant experiences of reconciliation held within
the container of local communities. These were embedded prior to the signing of
the peace agreement. Likewise, now we’re faced with the difficulties surrounding its
implementation, there remains these pockets and capacities for resilience around it.
One last separate point I would add is that some governments in post-accord settings
progress on an understanding that if they make sure the population is economically
supported, they don’t need to prioritise attending to groups previously seen as
‘enemies’ and who carry deep trauma. Not making these populations visible, and not
attending to the building of relationships across divided societies, turns into the missing
components which are the soils in which the cycles of conflict are prone to re-emerge and
repeat themselves.
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PART ONE – FOSTERING NATIONAL UNITY
“What we have signed today is a public declaration of the Colombian people in front of the
world, that we are tired of war. We do not accept violence as a mean to defend ideas. That we say
loud and clear, no more war”.
Former Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos, 26 September 2016 16
Post-conflict reconciliation must be an inclusive national endeavour if it is to succeed. The
scale of devastation caused by conflict cannot be addressed swiftly, nor by only limited
number of actors. Instead, it requires a degree of national coordination that necessitates a
key role for government and places a fundamental responsibility upon national leaders.
Perhaps more than any other figure, leaders must seek to model reconciliation, firmly
establishing it as a national priority and allocating the resources and political capital to
ensure it can succeed. They alone can catalyse the capital investment required for the
physical reconstruction of infrastructure, homes, and communities ravaged by war. Their
governments also provide a significant proportion of the funding and administrative capacity
required to treat the psychological impact of conflict. But perhaps most importantly, leaders
can provide the moral and political leadership required to help unify divided nations.
Part One examines the importance of national approaches to post-conflict reconciliation,
focussing specifically upon the roles played by those leading the country, the opportunities
presented by nationwide truth commissions, and the need for effective frameworks for
justice.

DELIVERING INCLUSIVE POLITICAL LEADERSHIP
Successful reconciliation requires visionary political leadership that has a unifying quality.
Without strong national leadership, bottom-up approaches are unlikely to be effective,
sustainable, nor or be able to reach the scale required to succeed.17 However, such leadership
must be rooted in a sense of legitimacy, rather than simply authority. Leaders who are widely
viewed as what Rosoux and Ansley characterise as ‘consensus figures’ are typically most able
to embody unity and to model reconciliation in bridging divisions between adversaries.18
Prioritising peace: Juan Manuel Santos’ role in Colombia’s 2016 Peace Accord
Determined political leadership proved instrumental to delivering Colombia’s landmark
Peace Accord of 2016. President Juan Manuel Santos’ eight-year term in office between 2010
and 2018 was dominated by his prioritisation of peace, often in the face of intense public and
political opposition.

17. Bloomfield, D. (2006), On good terms, Berghof Report No.14, (Berlin: Berghof Research Centre for
Constructive Conflict Management), p.26.
18. Rosoux, V., and Anstey, M. (2017), Negotiating reconciliation in peace making, (Switzerland: Springer
International), p.335.
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His approach to the conflict marked a radical and unexpected departure from that of his
predecessor Alvaro Uribe, who sought to suppress the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (FARC) militarily as part of a the ‘Plan Patriota’ security doctrine. However, despite
periodic tactical successes such as those achieved during the 2004 Operation JM, it soon
became clear that neither the Colombian military nor FARC could achieve a decisive military
victory. Instead, by 2010, both sides had reached a stalemate.
Creating the pre-conditions for peace
Shortly after his inauguration, Santos surprised many by beginning a concerted effort
to negotiate a settlement to the conflict. This approach was characterised by a series of
initiatives designed to establish the pre-conditions for negotiations, with Santos going
to extraordinary lengths to develop a viable framework for reconciliation, drawing upon
empirical evidence from a wide variety of examples. His team analysed the approaches
taken to almost twenty peace processes in nations around the world, alongside the lessons
of previous, failed efforts to bring FARC to the negotiating table, particularly the El Caguán
negotiations that took place between 1998 and 2002.
This began with his administration prioritising a programme of legislation designed to
address several of the key longstanding grievances that continued to fuel violence. This
included the 2011 Land and Victims’ Restitution Bill, which presented a new framework
for property rights as part of a resolution to widespread instances of land appropriation.
Crucially, the legislation also signalled a shift in approach to the conflict, one mirrored in
Santos’ use of increasingly conciliatory language towards the FARC leadership. Santos’
overtures were reciprocated, with FARC announcing a temporary suspension of kidnappings
and the recruitment of child soldiers.
This approach was key in establishing a baseline of trust between the two adversaries,
which enabled secret preliminary talks to take place throughout 2011 and 2012. The agenda
for these talks was limited to just five substantive issues: rural development, political
participation, illicit crops, victims, and conflict termination. The success of these early talks
was determined in large part by the confidentiality of the dialogue insisted upon by Santos,
which enabled ‘both sides to talk seriously and test each other out without the pressure of
public opinion.’19
The preliminary talks resulted in agreement to undertake a comprehensive series of
negotiations designed to bring an end to hostilities, codified in the Global Agreement for the
Termination of the Armed Conflict (GATAC), signed on 27 August 2012. The momentum built
by Santos’ approach won widespread public support, with the delivery of the GATAC marking
a major landmark, and helping to win over a formerly sceptical public; more 70 per cent of
Colombians polled shortly after the signing of the Global Agreement in favour of continuing
the negotiations.20

| 19

Addressing the seminal issues
Such public support was vital in building momentum behind the process as it entered its next
phase. As part of the Global Agreement, talks prioritised finding agreement on the issues
that proved most divisive. The duration of the negotiations illustrated the complexity of the
issues under discussion, with each item taking an average of eight months to resolve.
By mid-2014, some eighteen months after the start of the negotiations, the two delegations
had reached only partial agreements on three of the substantive points - rural reform in May
2013, political participation in November 2013, and illicit crops in May 2014. The issue of
justice and accountability for crimes committed during the conflict proved to be the biggest
stumbling block in the negotiations. It took 15 months to agree, under considerable pressure
from public opinion in Colombia, to reject the impunity for the crimes committed by both
sides.
Throughout this slow evolution of the peace process, Santos cultivated international support
for his dialogue with FARC. A key feature of this included the willingness of first Norway,
then Cuba to act as ‘guarantor’ nations, hosting talks despite the fact that FARC remained
a proscribed organisation in both the US and within the EU. As part of the negotiations on
victims’ rights and transitional justice in Havana, victims were invited to engage directly with
both delegations. Between August and December 2014, some sixty victims who had suffered
different violations at the hands of different armed actors, were able to speak with the
delegations during the course of five special hearings.
By June 2014, both sides had announced a ‘Declaration of Principles’ outlining their
commitment to ensure victims’ right to truth, justice, reparations, and guarantees of nonrepetition. This framework marked another breakthrough, finally addressing the challenging
issue of victims’ rights which had derailed previous efforts to negotiate peace.
Maintaining momentum
Despite the progress made by the talks, Santos paid a significant political price for his
determination to prioritise the pursuit of peace. His uncompromising stance towards
FARC helped deliver him 69 per cent of the vote when first elected in the 2010 presidential
election. In contrast, he was re-elected in June 2014 by the narrowest of margins, securing
51 per cent only in a second round of voting against Óscar Iván Zuluaga, who was vocal in his
criticism of what he viewed as Santos’ conciliatory approach towards FARC.
Santos’ re-election was critical to the continuation of the peace process . In December 2014,
FARC declared a unilateral ceasefire, followed by a government announcement in February
2015 that it would cease bombing FARC positions. During 2015, agreement was reached
on a further series of substantive issues, including on a programme for de-mining conflictaffected regions of the country.
Perhaps more significantly, both parties agreed key components of the forthcoming
peace accord, including the creation of a Truth Commission, and the creation of a Special
Jurisdiction for Peace (JEP) to investigate, prosecute, and punish war crimes. This was
followed in January 2016 by both parties requesting that the UN intercede to supervise the
ceasefire and FARC decommissioning process.
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The peace talks concluded with the signing of the Peace Agreement on the 26 September
2016, after a total of five years of negotiations, in the presence of UN Secretary General Ban
Ki Moon and US Secretary of State John Kerry. However, the process suffered a major setback
when the agreement was narrowly rejected in a nationwide referendum in October 2016. The
losing margin was a mere 54,000 votes, with the ‘No’ campaign securing 50.2 per cent of
votes cast to the ‘Yes’ campaigns 49.8 pr cent.21
Prominent opponents of the accord – including former president Álvaro Uribe – argued that
it offered too many concessions to FARC, whilst conferring an unwarranted legitimacy upon
them. Specifically, there were widespread concerns over the proposed immunity for FARC
combatants for crimes committed during the civil war, along with the guarantee of ten seats
in the Colombian Congress at both the 2018 and 2022 elections.
Santos played a pivotal role in maintaining momentum behind the negotiations in the wake
of the referendum result. He swiftly convened talks with leaders of the ‘No’ campaign as well
as representatives of the opposition to discuss desired modifications to the Accord. In less
than a month, Santos succeeded in distilling the desired modification into 455 proposals,
which were put to the FARC leadership in Havana in November 2016. A new agreement was
subsequently announced which incorporated the vast majority of these proposals. On 20
November 2016, the revised Accord was unanimously endorsed by both Colombia’s Senate
and Chamber of Representatives.
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WHAT NEXT FOR COLOMBIA?
Colombian society remains deeply divided over the peace process. In 2018, a new
government took office, led by President Iván Duque Márque, the protégé of former
president Álvaro Uribe. Like his mentor, Márque has been a consistently vocal critic
of the Peace Agreement, and his election has cast doubt on the government’s
commitment to implementing its provisions. Indeed, his election campaign was centred
on a pledge to modify key elements of the agreement, notably the amnesty offered to
large numbers of FARC combatants.
Whilst all parties have made commendable progress regarding its implementation,
much work still needs to be done to ensure long-term peace. Key to this will be the
continuing inclusion of international actors, particularly the UN who have played a key
role in supervising FARC’s decommissioning process, and the Kroc Institute charged
with monitoring the implementation of the accord through the Peace Accord Matrix
(PAM) Colombian Barometer Initiative.
However, while most of the accord’s first phase provisions have already been
implemented, major challenges remain in delivering on the remainder of the accord,
especially over the key issues of land rights and victims’ rights. Violence remains a
major cause for concern, since the signing of the peace agreement, the UN has received
reports of the killing of some 454 social leaders, whilst an estimated 190 former
members of FARC have also been reported killed.
Santos’s personal commitment to the peace process was indispensable to its success. He
paid a heavy political price for his willingness to prioritise reaching agreement with the FARC
leadership. Yet in the words of one member of the Nobel Committee which bestowed the
2016 Peace Prize, Santos was undeniably “the driving force through this peace process…the
one to continue to move this peace process forward.”22
Reconciliation as a national endeavour: The creation of ‘one nation’ in Rwanda
As in Colombia, reconciliation has been a consistent political priority under the leadership
of Rwandan president Paul Kagame. The first Tutsi to hold power in since 1962, Kagame’s
government has shaped reconciliation in Rwanda through a strategy comprised of
commemoration, civic education, socioeconomic development, and justice.23
In the quarter of a century since the genocide, the government has been the principal
champion of national reconciliation. Its approach has been centred on the creation of a ‘one
nation’ identity, devoid of ethnic divides.24 The creation of a unifying, Rwandan, identity has
been led by the government itself.

22. Remarks by Berit Reiss-Andersen, deputy chair of the Nobel Committee at the awarding of the 2016 Nobel
Peace Prize, Oslo, Norway, 10 December.
23. Clark, P. (2018), ‘Rwanda’s recovery: When remembrance is official policy’, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 97, No.1.
24. Herath, D. (2018), ‘Post-conflict reconstruction and reconciliation in Rwanda and Sri Lanka’, Accord
conflict trends series, 2018/1.
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The use of ethnic labels on national identity cards was banned in 2003, whilst legislation
has criminalised the promotion of genocidal ideology. These initiatives built upon others
launched in the aftermath of the genocide, including the institution of separate national
holidays in 1996 to mark both the beginning and end of the violence, as well as the
establishment in 1998 of the Genocide Survivors Support and Assistance Fund (FARG). 25
The consistent prioritisation of reconciliation succeeded in persuading the Rwandan
population that the new government sought to represent all its citizens, regardless of
ethnicity. Senior figures and officials themselves modelled a new form of social inclusion,
with the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) integrating Hutu they knew may have been complicit
in genocide and in fighting the RPF invasion.26
Rwanda provides us with a clear example of a top-down reconciliation process, and since its
inception almost every Rwandan adult has participated in aspects of the recovery process.27

25. ‘Remember’, Kwibuka 26 web portal.
26. Jones, W. and Murray, S. (2018), Consolidating peace and legitimacy in Rwanda, (London: Commission on
State Fragility, Growth and Development), pp.17-20
27. Clark, P. (2018), ‘Rwanda’s recovery: When remembrance is official policy’, Foreign Affairs, Vol. 97, No.1.
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In the drive for peace, the Rwandan government has shown strong commitment at the
highest levels.28

DEVELOPING AN INCLUSIVE NARRATIVE OF CONFLICT
Creating a forum for national debate over the causes and impact of conflict has become
an increasingly prevalent feature of restorative justice frameworks. The link between the
truth and reconciliation is underpinned by two key arguments, firstly that it is necessary
to discover the truth about the drivers, nature, and scale of violence, to ensure its nonrecurrence. Secondly, that such a process can enable parties to empathise with one another’s
experience of war, dispelling myths and arriving at a shared narrative of conflict.
In recent years, this process has been shaped through the growing usage of truth
commissions. Though adopting a diverse range of mandates reflecting the context of
conflict, they have become instrumental features of reconciliation in the past three decades.
Some forty commissions have operated since the mid-1970s, with eighteen established on
the African continent alone.29
The primary aim of truth commission is to shed light on and clarify uncertain or contested
past events. The breadth of information and data collected tends to be of a better quality
than any previous historical account. They reveal detailed patterns of violence, or gross
human rights abuses, that have occurred and their structural drivers, over a particular period
of time, and in relation to a specific conflict.30
Critically, truth commissions help give both a voice and platform to victims and survivors
whose abuse and trauma has frequently been denied.31 For many, the officially sanctioned
final report represents the first acknowledgement by any state body that their claims are
credible.32 Thus by establishing the facts with rigor and impartiality, truth commissions can
play a fundamental role in helping to restore victims’ rights.33
Analyses of the most effective of these have highlighted several commonalities.34 First,
commissions must be established in the immediate aftermath of conflict in order to
capitalise on the desire for reconciliation. Second, success is largely contingent upon the
authority and credibility of commissioners. Third, commissions must manage public
expectations effectively through a tightly focussed mandate, detailing the scope and nature

28. Jones, W. and Murray, S. (2018), Consolidating peace and legitimacy in Rwanda, (London: Commission on
State Fragility, Growth and Development), p.59.
29. Annan, K. (2016), ‘Truth commissions and peace processes’, speech delivered to the ICTJ and African Union
Conference on truth commissions and peace processes in Africa, 18 April.
30. USIP (2011), Truth commission digital collection, last modified March 16.
31. Hayner, P. (2011), Unspeakable truths, transitional justice and the challenge of truth commissions, 2nd ed.
(New York: Routledge), p.21.
32. It should be noted that Argentina’s National Truth Commission’s report, Nunca Más (Never Again), became
a national bestseller.
33. ICTJ and Kofi Annan Foundation (2014), Challenging the conventional: Can truth commissions strengthen
peace processes?, (New York: ICTJ), p.1.
34. These were considered as South Africa (1995-2002), Guatemala (1997-1999), Peru (2001-2003), TimorLeste (2002-2005), and Morocco (2004-2006). See Hayner, P. (2011), Unspeakable truths, transitional justice
and the challenge of truth commissions, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge), p. xv.
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of the inquiry. Finally, activity must be kept free from political interference and commissions
must be granted the autonomy to make recommendations to government. 35 International
bodies and governments can play a fundamental role in providing support, both in terms
of necessary funding and the technical expertise needed to implement truth commissions
successfully.36
Building on best practice: Colombia’s truth commission
Colombia’s Commission for the Clarification of Truth, Coexistence, and Non-Repetition (CEV)
was established in 2018 with a three-year mandate in response to widespread demands
from civil society for a ‘comprehensive and inclusive’ explanation of the conflict. It has been
described as forming a ‘bedrock’ piece of the nation’s efforts to establish peace, with the
legislation establishing it and its mandate passed rapidly following debate by Colombia’s
Parliament.37
Crucially, the CEV’s commissioners were selected through an international independent
selection committee, with representatives nominated by victim's organisations and other
sections of civil society.38 In the words of one commissioner, such an approach has proved
indispensable in convincing the public that the commission was able ‘to speak to all
sections and show that we are impartial to FARC, the paramilitaries, and members of the
armed forces.’39 The accumulated expertise of the 11 commissioners selected is expected to
greatly strengthen the work of the commission and the eventual policy recommendations
it creates.40 For example, the President, Father Francisco De Roux, has a strong reputation
for personal integrity, running nationally recognised peace programmes with victims of the
conflict since the 1980’s.41
The CEV has sought to learn from examples of good practice around the world. For example,
it has carefully limited the scope of its mandate to clarifying the underlying patterns of
violence, with a particular emphasis on understanding its impact upon the most vulnerable
groups in Colombian society.42 It has purposefully adopted a ‘territorial approach’,
carefully creating twelve territories covering each of Colombia’s thirty-two administrative
departments, to enable the inclusion of stories and testimonies to generate a comprehensive
picture of the conflict’s nationwide impact.43 This has been bolstered by establishing more

35. ICTJ and Kofi Annan Foundation (2014), Challenging the conventional: Can truth commissions strengthen
peace processes?, (New York: ICTJ), p. ix.
36. OHCHR (2006), Rule of law tools for post-conflict states - Truth commissions, (New York: OHCHR), p.6.
37. In contrast, South Africa’s TRC was only established after two years of negotiations, whereas in Nepal, the
country’s draft Truth and Reconciliation Commission Bill had not been approved by Parliament after eighteen
months of debate.
38. Cheng, C. and de Rivaz, C. (2016), ‘Selecting truth commissioners: Peace and reconciliation in Colombia’,
King’s College London’s Conflict, Security and Development Research Group policy brief No. 1, p.1.
39. Remarks made by Commissioner Dr Carlos Beristain at Oxford University, 6 March 2020.
40. ICTJ and Kofi Annan Foundation (2014), Challenging the conventional: Can truth commissions strengthen
peace processes?, (New York: ICTJ), p. xii.
41. ‘Francisco de Roux, a man of faith seeking truth in Colombia’, Columbia Reports, 13 November 2017.
42. Comision de la Verdad (2019), 21 key points to learn about the truth commission, (Bogota: Comision de la
Verdad), pp.15-16.
43. Comision de la Verdad (2019), ‘In the territories - Territorial presence’, Factsheet.
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than twenty ‘truth houses’ known as ‘Casas de la Verdad’, situated across the country, from
where the CEVs ‘mobile teams’ are able to collect witness statements.44
By March 2020, the commission had collected almost 12,000 testimonies, including from
victims, and former combatants. The same month also saw the first in a series of more than
sixty planned ‘spaces for listening’ events, to hear testimonies from participants from all
sectors of society regarding events related to the conflict.45 These followed the ‘meetings for
truth’ events which began in 2019, where the disproportionately high number of survivors
of sexual violence were able to tell their stories in a series of fora, including presentations
to members of the government and audio-visual exhibitions.46 Creating spaces for public
dialogue has been key approach adopted by the CEV, designed to evoke a national process
of reflection regarding the causes and consequences of the conflict, this marking a clear
departure from the remit of previous truth commissions.47
The inclusive approach of the CEV seeks to counteract the high levels of exclusion widely
believed to lie at the heart of Colombia’s conflict. The CEV has provided a pioneering
framework for truth commissions for two key reasons: first, it has placed a strong emphasis
on gender, including this at the heart of its mandate. Second, it has prioritised the inclusion
of testimonies from Colombia’s global diaspora, to ensure their experiences enter the nations
collective understanding of the impact of the conflict.48
Ensuring the inclusion of the diaspora within the wartime narrative
The CEV has pioneered the inclusion of testimonies from international diaspora, in response
to the high levels of forced displacement which resulted in over 500,000 people leaving the
country due to the violence.49 To achieve this the commission has prioritised engagement
with international Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in regions of the world with significant
Colombian diaspora communities. In May 2019, the CEV signed a formal agreement with the
International Catalan Institute for Peace (ICIP), essentially enabling it to take on the role of
a Technical Secretariat for the Commission in Europe.50 As a result of its work globally, the
CEV has collected around 1,200 testimonies in over twenty countries, including Germany,
Belgium, France, Italy, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Canada,
Ecuador, Argentina and Costa Rica.51

44. Remarks made by Commissioner Dr Carlos Beristain at Oxford University, 6 March 2020.
45. UN Security Council (2020), United Nations Verification Mission in Colombia: Report of the SecretaryGeneral, S/2020/239, 26 March, p.4.
46. Kroc Institute (2018), State of implementation of the Colombian Peace Agreement: Report 2, (Bogota:
Kroc), p.64.
47. Oettler, A. (2020), ‘Colombia’s ongoing violence has shifted truth and reconciliation from the past into the
present’, LSE blogpost, updated 13 January.
48. Remarks made by Commissioner Dr Carlos Beristain at Oxford University, 6 March 2020.
49. Ibid.
50. ICIP (2019), ‘ICIP and the Truth Commission of Colombia sign a collaboration agreement to facilitate
working with victims of the conflict in Europe’, Press release, 8 May.
51. ICIP (2019), ‘Meeting of nodes supporting the work of the Truth Commission of Colombia in Europe’, Press
release, 28 November.
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Engagement on this scale is unprecedented for a truth commission, and through pioneering
this approach the CEV is clearly articulating the importance of including voices from the
diaspora to create a ‘complete’ narrative regarding the impact of the decades of violence.52
The CEV has also expressed the aim of educating the population within Colombia about the
hardships of secondary victimization and traumatisation, encountered by those who left the
country.53
Continuing challenges
Despite these successes, several challenges continue to impact the work of the CEV.
Principal amongst these is the continuation of low-level violence, particularly within rural
communities, which has hindered the commission’s ability to collect testimonies.54 Since the
signing of the Peace Agreement, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) have
documented one new case of disappearance every four days as a result of the five continuing
armed conflicts in the country.55
In addition, the operations of the CEV have been subject to reports of government
obstruction, with the Colombian military and intelligence service seeking to repeatedly bar

52. Remarks made by Commissioner Dr Carlos Beristain at Oxford University, 6 March 2020.
53. Remarks made by Dr Andrei Gómez-Suárez at the Legatum Institute, 9 March 2020.
54. Comision de la Verdad (2019), ‘In the territories - Territorial presence’, Factsheet.
55. ICRC (2019), Colombia Annual Report: Humanitarian Challenges 2019, (New York: ICRC), p.1.
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access to classified files, an act that was partially blocked by the Constitutional Court.56 The
CEV has also seen its budget halved during its first year of its operations.57

ESTABLISHING AN EFFECTIVE FRAMEWORK FOR JUSTICE
Dealing with the many injustices experienced during conflict is essential if nations are
to break the damaging cycle of violence. Establishing effective justice frameworks are
therefore a pre-requisite for confronting impunity, recognising the rights and dignity of
victims, upholding popular confidence in the rule of law, and deterring future human rights
violations.58
Unlike other areas of reconciliation theory and practice, the role of transitional justice has
been subject to extensive research. It is increasingly viewed as effective in addressing the socalled ‘justice gap’ in post-conflict settings, where courts typically have insufficient capacity
to process the high volume of cases. The field has experienced significant development
over the past four decades, due in part to the integral role of such mechanisms in a variety
of key post-conflict settings, comprising a ‘revolution of accountability’ in post-conflict
environments including in South America, Africa, Asia, and Europe.59
Justice frameworks have typically taken one of three forms: retributive justice, which is
tasked principally with criminal prosecutions and the imposition of criminal sanctions;
restorative justice, which seeks to rebuild relationships through dialogue between victims
and perpetrators (truth commissions are one of its most common vehicles); and traditional
justice, which prioritises localised forms of dispute resolution.
Anecdotally at least, the nations best able to meet the often-extraordinary demands
for justice are those able to utilise all three approaches simultaneously. However, key to
the ultimate success of such frameworks is the extent to which they received sustained
political support, both domestically and internationally. As Kerr and Mobekk rightly observe,
‘international involvement often requires more in terms of political commitment and
resources than external actors are willing to provide.’60
An innovative experiment in traditional justice: Rwanda’s Gacaca courts
The sheer scale of Rwanda’s genocide presented a significant challenge in delivering justice.
Around a quarter of the population in 1994 had either participated in the violence or
been a victim of it. The mandate of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR),
established the same year and located in neighbouring Tanzania, was to prosecute the

56. Evans, M. (2018), ‘Colombia Truth Commission opens doors, but faces significant barriers to access’,
National Security Archive, 29 November.
57. Compton, T. (2019), ‘Truth, memory and diaspora: The seeds of peace in Colombia’, blogpost, 26 October.
58. Seils, P. (2017), The place of reconciliation in transitional justice, (New York: ICTJ)
59. Duthie, R. and Seils, P. (ed.) (2017), Justice mosaics: How context shapes transitional justice in fractured
societies, (New York: ICTJ), p.117.
60. Kerr, R. and Mobekk, E. (2007), Peace and justice - Seeking accountability after war, (Cambridge: Polity
Press), pp.178-180.
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‘serious violations of international criminal law’ that occurred during the genocide.61 As such,
its focus from the outset was on the highest-profile perpetrators.
Like its predecessor the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), the
ICTR was feted as delivering justice for the people of Rwanda, explicitly seeking to contribute
to ‘the process of national reconciliation and to the restoration and maintenance of peace.’62
The ICTR succeeded in convicting many of the key perpetrators of the violence, becoming
the first international tribunal to interpret the definition of genocide as set forth in the 1948
Geneva Convention, and notably recognising the key role played by print and electronic
media in inciting violence.63
However, perhaps inevitably, the ICTR could only address the most egregious cases. In its
fifteen years of operating, it sentenced sixty one individuals, at a cost of over $1 billion.64
Furthermore, the majority of Rwandans felt detached from the proceedings of the ICTR, with
a 2002 survey finding that over eighty per cent reported they felt ill-informed about progress
in Arusha. 65 This detachment compounded a widespread feeling that the proceedings of the
ICTR were representative of western notions of justice, a form of with little or no resonance
within Rwanda’s devastated communities. There was no Rwandan representation in the
Prosecutor’s Office for the first eight years of proceedings, a signal of the tension and distrust
that characterised the relationship between the ICTR and the Rwandan government.66
In response, in 2001, the Rwandan government initiated a programme of community courts,
known as gacaca. A word derived from the Kinyarwanda word meaning ‘grass’ (in reference
to conducting of hearings in open spaces in front of the community), the programme fast
became the centrepiece of the Rwandan government’s reconciliation agenda, codified in
legislation which emphasised their purpose as not only providing punishment, but also
reconstituting Rwandan society.67 Acknowledging the widespread unpopularity of the
ICTR, the Rwandan government was keen to portray the courts as a deliberate rejection
of more formalised proceedings, and an embrace of more ‘traditional methods of conflict
resolution’.68
The courts comprised an innovative approach to addressing the scale of crimes committed
during the genocide. Adopting a hybrid justice mechanism, they were empowered to
impose criminal sanctions whilst prioritising reconciliation; defendants were, for example,
able to reduce their sentence if willing to confess and atone for their crime. Crucially, they
represented a means of participatory justice for the Rwandan population. As such, the
courts succeeded in creating opportunities across local communities for public dialogue,

61. UN Security Council Report, S/RES/955, November 8, 1994, pp.1.
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especially for face-to-face resolution between victims and perpetrators. And in many local
communities, the courts provided a forum in which victims could grieve publicly and receive
solace.69
Between 2004 and 2012, more than 13,000 courts were believed to have prosecuted
more than two million crimes relating to the genocide, trying over one million alleged
perpetrators.70 The courts were an essential mechanism in enabling Rwanda to address
the sheer number of cases that resulted from the genocide, as well as decimation of the
country’s judicial infrastructure in the violence.71 By the year 2000, Rwanda’s established
courts had heard less than three per cent of the genocide cases. This resulted in severe
overcrowding in prisons, with an estimated ninety per cent of defendants spending two or
more years detained without trial.72
Despite their evident impact, the approach presented several challenges, not least over
their ability to adjudicate fairly given the rapidity of proceedings, and impartially given the
composition of their judges.73 Crucially, the courts reportedly failed to try former members
of the RPF believed to be responsible for as many as 45,000 deaths during the genocide,
leading to accusations of a ‘victor’s justice’.74
Despite the system’s evident failures, the gacaca courts were an essential component of
Rwanda’s justice framework. They provided an innovative form of justice, creating essential
capacity within a system struggling to process the multitude of crimes occurring during the
genocide. Crucially, they also proved pivotal in making the process of post-conflict justice
of immediate relevance to the Rwandan population. Unlike the proceedings of the ICTR,
the gacaca courts enabled communities across the country to bear witness to the impact of
these crimes, and to begin the slow process of reconciling.
A pioneering framework for justice: Colombia’s SIVJRNR
Addressing the challenge of victims’ rights was a turning point in the negotiation of
Colombia’s 2016 Peace Accord. The agreement made provision for the creation of the
Comprehensive System of Truth, Justice, Reparation and Non-Repetition (SIVJRNR) as the
country’s official framework for reconciliation, designed as a mechanism to tackle a key
obstacle to both peace and subsequent reconciliation.75
The SIVJRNR framework is extremely comprehensive: it includes the creation of three new
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P. (2010), The Gacaca courts, post-genocide justice and reconciliation in Rwanda: Justice without lawyers,
(Cambridge: CUP), p.3.
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August.

agencies, the Commission for the Clarification of the Truth, Coexistence and Non-Recurrence
(CEV) which acted as Colombia’s truth commission, the Special Jurisdiction for Peace (JEP),
designed to expedite the prosecution of war crimes, and the Unit for the Search for Persons
Presumed Disappeared (UBPD). As such, the framework was unprecedented in its nature,
marking the first time that a truth commission, justice mechanism, and missing persons unit
have all been created in parallel within one overarching justice mechanism.76
Special Jurisdiction for Peace (JEP)
Colombia’s Special Jurisdiction for Peace (JEP) is particularly worthy of attention. Created
after extensively studying comparative experiences of transitional justice processes from
across the globe and given a ten-year remit, it has been tasked with prosecuting the most
serious crimes committed over five decades of conflict. Significantly, it has mandatory
jurisdiction over ex-members of FARC and members of the armed forces.77 As of March 2019,
there were 9,691 former FARC members, and 1,958 members of the armed forces registered
as defendants under the JEP.78 It has accordingly been described by the ICTJ as being designed
to uniquely deliver both restorative and retributive justice.79
The JEP has discretion over criminal sanctions, with judges able to reduce sentences where
defendants willingly acknowledge their guilt and responsibly. Conversely, judges have
corresponding powers to impose harsher, custodial sentences of up to twenty years for
defendants who refuse to do so. In this way, the range of sanctions that the JEP can impose
rests upon the degree to which the perpetrator acknowledges responsibility for their crimes,
and at what stage.80
To ensure that the case will not proceed to either the Colombian judicial system nor the
International Criminal Court (ICC), defendants are incentivised to commit to a so-called
‘resolution of conclusions’ in which they acknowledge they are guilty of a crime as defined
by international criminal law and the Colombian criminal code. The final version of this
resolution must be approved by perpetrators, victims, and the affected community.
The JEP has also been afforded powers to investigate specific features of the conflict, notably
the use of sexual violence. A team within the Investigation and Prosecution Unit (UIA) of the
JEP has been established with the exclusive remit of investigating such crimes. Comprised
only of women, the Unit includes researchers, lawyers, psychologists,
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77. Piccone, T. (2019), Peace with justice: The Colombian experience with transitional justice, (Washington, DC:
Brookings), p.13.
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operation, (Geneva: ICJ), p.3.
79. Roccatello, A. and Rojas, G. (2020), A mixed approach to international crimes: The retributive and restorative
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80. Remarks by Giovanni Alvarez Santoyo, Chief Prosecutor, Special Investigations Unit, Colombia’s Special
Jurisdiction for Peace to the London School of Economics, 25 February 2019.
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and doctors.81 As of July 2019, it had taken witness testimony from approximately 2,600
victims.82
Colombian society remains divided between those who support retributive or restorative
justice. In particular, the prospect of granting immunity to some members of FARC continues
to be a source of public and political contention. However, the immunity provisions
contained in the 2016 Accord were undoubtedly instrumental to ending Colombia’s civil war.
Within this context, Colombia’s SIVJRNR provides an instructive example of a framework
that has been given the wide-ranging powers it needs to deliver effective post-conflict
justice, without risking the recurrence of hostilities.

FOSTERING NATIONAL UNITY
Deliver inclusive political leadership by:
•

Making reconciliation a national priority.

•

Using the high profile of leaders to model reconciliation.

•

Ensuring that post-conflict reconstruction and political representation does not
actively discriminate against any one party, ethnicity, or faith.

•

Emphasising a sense of unifying, national identity.

Develop an inclusive narrative of conflict by:
Establishing a truth commission that incorporates existing best practice, specifically
that the Commission is:
•

Established as soon as possible following the cessation of hostilities.

•

Led by Commissioners deemed authoritative, credible, and independent.

•

Committed to delivering upon a tightly focussed mandate.

•

Free from political interference of any kind and able to make recommendations to
government.

•

Provided with sufficient financial and bureaucratic resources to fulfil its mandate.

Establish effective framework for justice by:
•

Inviting international support to create an International Tribunal to prosecute the
most egregious human rights violations.

•

Using restorative justice mechanisms to ease the burden on the judicial system by
processing the high volume of additional cases.

81. Remarks by Giovanni Alvarez Santoyo, Chief Prosecutor, Special Investigations Unit, Colombia’s Special
Jurisdiction for Peace to the London School of Economics, 25 February 2019.
82. Kroc Institute (2018), State of implementation of the Colombian Peace Agreement: Report 2, (Bogota: Kroc),
p.65.
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PART TWO – REBUILDING COMMUNITIES
“Reconciliation and the building of civil society are not peripheral activities to sustaining a peace
process. They are the fundamental ingredients that make up the ecosystem in which peace must
live.”
Professor John Paul Lederach 83
Communities are indispensable agents of post-conflict reconciliation. Warfare destroys
not only lives and property, but tears apart the societal bonds that bind people together,
undermining trust between neighbours.84 Achieving lasting peace is therefore conditional
on repairing these bonds, through a concerted process of inter and intra-communal
reconciliation. Put simply, nationally mandated reconciliation programmes cannot alone
bring communities together. The expectation - theorised within the traditional conflict
management school of thought - that national level policies and processes alone would
achieve a trickle-down impact in local communities proved incorrect.
Instead, civil society plays an indispensable role in sustaining peace. This realisation has been
central to the conflict transformation schools of thought, which places civil society actors
at the heart of sustaining peace and working towards reconciliation, based in large part on
their unrivalled ability to identify and address the underlying root causes of inter-communal
violence and rebuild relationships.85
Theoretically, both policymakers and practitioners now acknowledge the importance
of working with local actors to create the conditions for sustainable peace.86 However,
practically there are still multiple hurdles present in this endeavour. Firstly, it requires an
increased commitment to better understand local contexts and populations, including their
capacity, priorities, and resources. This is particularly important in resolving inter-communal
conflict, as part of what Robert Putnam and others have conceptualised as the critical
role of forming ‘bridging ties’ across former adversarial groups to rebuild the social capital
frequently destroyed by war.87
Until relatively recently, we have lacked a coherent understanding of the impact of the work
undertaken by CSOs, who, by nature, frequently operate independently. However, this is
changing. A 2016 USIP study of 150 CSOs running 277 programmes in almost fifty conflict
settings identified ten common approaches. These include conflict mediation, community
dialogue programmes, joint development projects, documenting history, and
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p.72.

34 |

research initiatives. The most prevalent approach were community dialogue programmes,
representing 26 per cent of the projects sampled.88
Part Two examines the importance of community-based approaches to reconciliation,
through an analysis of three key features. First, the need to facilitate face-to-face contact as
a pre-condition for re-engagement. Second, the role of community dialogue in addressing
the causes and consequences of conflict. Finally, it examines the potential of initiatives such
as joint development projects to restore a sense of interdependency between members of
the community.

FACILITATING FACE-TO-FACE CONTACT
Communities cannot hope to be rebuilt and reintegrated if they remain isolated . Over the
past quarter of a century, the role of inter and intra-community dialogue has become seen
increasingly as a central component of sustaining peace in post-conflict environments.89 This
reflects the growing awareness of the risk posed by disputed narratives of conflict, where
communities disagree over the causes, scale, and responsibility for violence.
Creating opportunities for face-to-face contact between individuals is an essential first step
in rebuilding bonds of trust within communities. Crucially, anecdotal evidence suggests
that such opportunities are more likely to be successful in stimulating interaction if they are
considered to be informal and separate from the process of post-conflict reconciliation. For
example, sporting events, theatre performances, and art exhibitions have all proven effective
means of reintegration divided communities, and key to promoting a form of ‘peaceful
coexistence’.90
This supports the so-called ‘contact hypothesis’, which posits that if you bring people
together for face-to-face contact, under favourable conditions, you can reduce inter-group
prejudice and encourage positive attitudes between groups.91 In 2000, a meta-analysis of 515
studies of face-to-face contact initiatives found that up to 94 per cent reported increased
contact and a corresponding reduction in prejudice between groups.92
The role of inter-faith contact: Sri Lanka’s National Peace Council
Sri Lankan CSOs have been instrumental in helping to address the religious and ethnic
tension that lay at the heart of the country’s civil war. This success has been the result of
concerted efforts to increase levels of inter-faith dialogue through face-to-face interactions,
with the aim increasing levels of understanding and empathy between participants.93
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93. Arnmarker, L. (2017), Reconciliation in post-war Sri Lanka, A study on reconciliation possibilities after a
victor’s peace, (Lund: Lund University).

| 35

Sri Lanka’s National Peace Council (NPC) has been working in communities for over two
decades, and has been an especially prominent advocate of such interactions as part of a
wider effort to bridge divisions between the different ethnic groups.94 In 2016, it partnered
with the international NGO Generations for Peace to run the two-year Religions to Reconcile
programme, supported by USAID. The programme worked across eight districts, establishing
District Inter-religious Committees (DIRCs) to address the deep divides still present between
the religious and ethnic groups following the 26-year civil war.
The programme focussed on fostering face-to-face contact between community members
and religious leaders from Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim, and Christian faith groups through
weekly group sports and arts sessions, as well as seeking to identify and address sources of
tensions between them. Over the two-year period, more than 6,400 participants took part,
with over 100 issues raised within the DIRCs, over half of which were successfully mediated.95

ENABLING COMMUNITY DIALOGUE
Regular interaction within and between communities is a key feature of social capital,
representing forms of both the bonding and bridging ties that enable societies to flourish.
Addressing the animosity and distrust generated by conflict requires a concerted effort to
re-engage communities, re-establishing patterns of interaction and creating opportunities
for dialogue. Such dialogue is an essential feature of challenging the narrative of conflict,
encouraging participants to empathise with their former adversaries and their participation
in violence.
Programmes seeking to enable community dialogue have become increasingly prominent
features of post-conflict reconciliation. A 2016 study found that since the turn of the
millennium, the focus of dialogue initiatives has shifted markedly towards the microlevel, where they comprise a form of ‘public peace process’, helping to resolve the most
challenging issues dividing communities.
Community dialogue initiatives are also key to increasing the inclusive nature of
reconciliation, enabling often-excluded groups such as women and ethnic minorities to
contribute their opinions.96 Success therefore requires a collective commitment to the
freedom of speech and expression, as well as the involvement of experienced facilitators
deemed neutral by participants.97 Existing empirical evidence also indicates the importance
of involving community leaders, whose status can confer essential legitimacy on
proceedings.98 As elsewhere, the most effective initiatives are those that acknowledge the
centrality of local context.99
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The aim of dialogue initiatives are to encourage mutual understanding between
participants.100 Creating the appropriate environment is therefore extremely challenging in
post-conflict environments. Research suggests that the sharing of individual experiences
and stories of violence is key to catalysing dialogue between participants; helping them
to personalise the impact of conflict and creating a so-called ‘dialogic moment’ where an
individual’s perception is shifted by the testimony of another.101
Perhaps inevitably, restoring communal bonds through dialogue takes time. The most
impactful initiatives appear to be those whose duration extends beyond two years, and
where the capacity, knowledge, and networks of local CSOs can be bolstered by partnership
with international organisations. However, funding for longer-term dialogue programmes is
at present limited, hindering the ability of participant CSOs, international partners and other
to evaluate their impact and work to highlight and share best practice.102
The search for common ground in Sri Lanka
Search for Common Ground (SFCG) has been working with communities in Sri Lanka for
almost a decade, seeking to increase levels of inter-communal interaction between ethnic
groups. Among their flagship programmes is the Community Memorialization Project (CMP),
established in 2015 in partnership with five other local CSOs. For five years, the project
focused on establishing dialogue workshops across six districts in Sri Lanka, where members
of different ethnic groups could meet and share their wartime experiences.
Data collected from the programme illustrated that many participants had never shared
their experiences of the conflict with people from different ethnicities. Over 60 per cent of
adolescent participants did not know or had not spoken to a single person outside their own
ethnic group who had suffered directly due to the war.103
The CMPs approach was to create a three-tiered dialogue process. First, 3,200 people in
nearly 100 villages took part in dialogue sessions comprising of local people from the same
ethnic group. Second, thirty inter-divisional level dialogue sessions were held with 854 Tamil,
Sinhalese, and Muslim participants, all these dialogue sessions were overseen by highly
experienced facilitators. Third, at the inter-district level, six ‘peer exchanges’ were organised
to increase inter-ethnic contact between the six districts.104 The programme included socalled ‘exposure visits’, where delegations were transported to conflict-affected districts to
meet with community leaders and members of the public.105
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The CMP’s three-tier structure provided an effective model for increasing peer-to-peer
engagement during its five-year duration. More than 98 per cent of participants said they
came to ‘feel sadness’ for other people’s pain and ‘sometimes anger’ that people had to
undergo such suffering.106 The reciprocation of hospitality by people of different ethnicities
was described as a ‘watershed experience’ by participants, notably by Sinhalese participants
who were hosted by Tamil or Muslim families.107 Furthermore, visiting war-time sites and
hearing the first-hand accounts of the impact of violence was reported as having a ‘profound
transformative’ impact on individuals.108 Fear and mistrust had decreased, with 93 per cent
of youth respondents reporting that after the project they would be willing to live in an area
where their own ethnicity was not the majority.109
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RESTORING COMMUNITY INTERDEPENDENCY
Joint development projects (JDPs) can promote reconciliation by bringing together members
from communities divided by conflict to provide a service or requirement of mutual benefit.
The majority of projects prioritise activities that will aid economic development in the local
area, from repairing roads and other forms of infrastructure, to starting inter-group business
ventures.110 By agreeing to take part, both sides commit to collaborating, providing a key
form of bridging capital within and between communities; interaction typically involves
repeated contact between parties as a foundation for building trust, empathy, and mutual
understanding.111

CAPITALIZING ON COLOMBIA’S VIBRANT CIVIL SOCIETY
The vitality of Colombia’s civil society has been instrumental in creating and sustaining
peace. Over the last three decades, Colombian CSOs have performed several key
functions, from monitoring human rights abuses to facilitating dialogue between
adversaries. As such, Colombia serves as an exemplar of the scale of contribution to
peace that can be made by an experienced and organised civil society, unencumbered
from political interference.
Colombian CSOs played an integral role in advocating for the rights of key victim
groups as part of the negotiations that led to the 2016 Peace Accord. Unlike in
previous negotiations such as those led by Pastrana in 1998, they were able to present
a strong, clear, and unified agenda to negotiatiors on behalf of different victim groups.
In addition, they were able to articulate a unified ‘gendered agenda’ which resulted in
the inclusion in the Accord of a chapter dedicated to addressing the issue of women’s
rights.
Colombian CSOs commonly refer to their role as restoring social fabric, or ‘tejido
social’. Many see their work as contributing to bridging ties and building trust, not
specifically between former adversaries, but rather between victim groups and society
as a whole. Their contribution to peace has been profound. A 2016 report identified
nearly 2,000 CSO-led peace initiatives that had been created across the country since
1985.

Creating a shared endeavour: PASO Colombia
Established in 2015, Paz Sostenible para Colombia (PASO Colombia) works across multiple
rural regions to support populations disproportionately impacted by violence. It prioritises
economic development through the creation of small agricultural joint business ventures,
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providing finance, training, and administrative support to beneficiaries to develop their own
agricultural enterprise.112
One of the organisation’s flagship initiatives, the Rural Alternative Schools (ERAs), seeks
to bring together members of local communities with former combatants to form new
enterprises, providing them with market access support for their products.113 Each ERA
operates through a collaborative model which establishes multiple working partnerships
with its members, local government representatives, private companies, and international
organisations. Each ERA develops products indigenous to the region, and PASO Colombia
provides operational experts to develop work plans jointly with the local community.

An evaluation published in 2019 found that ERAs had proven effective at increasing
trust between ex-combatants and their host communities, with over 75 per cent of both
groups reporting improvements in their perception of each other.114 PASO Colombia has
also established partnerships with academic institutions to improve the monitoring and
evaluation of its ongoing programmes. In June 2019, the University of Notre Dame began an
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evaluation on the newly established Puerto Guzmán ERA, in order to see how best practice
from previous entities could best be incorporated into its programme.115
Though in their infancy, the ERA model demonstrates the potential of joint development
projects to bridge significant divisions between those of opposing sides of conflict. A
recent analysis by the University of Norte Dame’s ‘Business on the Frontline’ programme
highlighted that PASO Colombia had created a completely unique approach that helps
address some of the root causes of Colombia’s conflict.

REBUILDING COMMUNITIES
Facilitate face-to-face contact by:
•

Supporting the role of civil society organisations, NGOs, and international
partners.

•

Acknowledging the unique context of conflict.

•

Creating informal opportunities for contact, such as sporting and cultural events.

Enable community dialogue by supporting local reconciliation programmes which
are:
•

Led by neutral, experienced facilitators.

•

Conducted in an environment where participants have no fear of reprisal.

•

Continued for a minimum of two years.

•

Subject to a strict adherence to agreed topics and rules of interaction.

Restore community interdependency by:
•

Supporting initiatives which incentivise former adversaries working together, such
as joint development projects.

115. PASO Colombia (2019), ‘The University of Notre Dame partners with PASO Colombia’, Press release, 14
June.
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PART THREE – HEALING INDIVIDUAL TRAUMA
“Hearts and minds are ravaged by war and violence, and their healing is no less critical a need
than the reconstruction of burnt out villages”.
Never Again Rwanda and Interpeace
Addressing the profound impact of conflict-related trauma on the individual is key to the
success of any broader attempt to reconcile communities and nations. Estimates suggest
that civilians account for as many as ninety per cent of conflict fatalities, with those
wounded, displaced, or traumatised typically comprising a significant proportion of the
population in war-torn regions of the world.
The World Health Organisation (WHO) asserts that unresolved individual trauma impedes
post-conflict reconciliation, instead helping to ‘perpetuate war and make it chronic.’116 The
trauma caused by conflict is profound, visceral, and enduring. As such, efforts to address it at
the individual level must recognise the unique nature of both the trauma and the individual’s
response to it.117 Consequently, the process of addressing trauma is often slow, and rarely
linear.118 Yet to date, insufficient emphasis has been placed upon addressing the serious
effects of trauma, despite extensive anecdotal evidence of its detrimental impact in postconflict environments.119
Part Three examines the centrality of individual trauma healing to the wider efficacy of
post-conflict reconciliation. It provides an analysis of two key features. First, the importance
of identifying and prioritising those most in need of specialist treatment. Second, how to
increase the capacity of psychosocial support through informal mechanisms designed to
address large-scale, low-level trauma.

IDENTIFYING AND PRIORITISING THE TREATMENT OF THE
MOST VULNERABLE
Efforts to address latent trauma in post-conflict environments are often beset by profound
challenges. Specifically, it requires an ability to identify victims, the expertise to help treat
them, and the resources to fund long-term programmes of support. It also requires a
collective willingness to prioritise those suffering the most acute trauma, including victims of
sexual violence and children.
Crucially, it also requires a determination to include those most likely to relapse into cycles
of violence, namely former combatants themselves. Nations emerging from civil conflict
face a controversial – though inevitable – question about how best to reintegrate former
combatants. Though frequently not identified as victims of trauma, former combatants
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typically present higher rates of psychological trauma than civilians and are often most likely
to re-engage in violence.
Colombia’s prioritisation of reintegrating ex-combatants
Colombia’s determination to adopt an inclusive approach to former FARC combatants have
proven instrumental to the efficacy of its reconciliation programme. The 2016 peace accord
made explicit provision for the need for specialist mental health support for both civilian
victim and former combatants, attracting considerable controversy.
The prevalence of psychological trauma within the Colombian population remains vast.
Sexual violence was a common feature of the conflict, with over two thousand recorded
cases, though the true figure is believed to be significantly higher.120 Close to a fifth of the
country’s vast displaced population is reported to exhibit symptoms of lifetime mental
health disorders. Furthermore, as many as 93 per cent of former FARC combatant are
estimated to suffer from acute trauma as a result of the conflict.121
The impact of trauma on such a scale continues to be felt. Conflict-related violence is
believed to be a leading contributory factor in the country’s high rates of alcohol and drug
abuse, as well as domestic violence. The nature, scope, and duration of Colombia’s conflict
has generated intense demands for specialist psychosocial support on a scale which the
government has struggled to meet. This is especially true of rural areas, where violence has
historically been concentrated and where need is therefore greatest. Perhaps predictably,
some 90 per cent of psychiatrists are concentrated within Colombia’s ten largest cities.122
This has posed challenging questions regarding how Colombia can improve access to mental
healthcare, as well as how it prioritises services between civilians and their assailants.
Despite high-profile initiatives such as the 2011 Programme for Social and Psychological
Support for Victims of the Armed Conflict (known by its Spanish acronym PAPSIVI), access to
mental healthcare services remains limited and inconsistent.
Within this context, the support of international partners can have a disproportionate
impact on addressing acute trauma amongst the most vulnerable in society. In Colombia,
international NGOs have played a leading role in supplementing limited mental healthcare
capacity, with the government partnering with a litany of organisations, including Médecins
Sans Frontieres, the Carter Centre, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies (IFRC), and War Child.
The support of such organisations has been crucial in helping the met the scale of need,
proving much needed expertise and capacity to bolster the country’s limited mental
healthcare infrastructure. This inclusive approach has been mirrored by Colombian civil
society. Local, national, and international CSOs are also playing a leading role in helping to
address the scale of individual trauma through pioneering psychosocial support programmes
that include former combatants. This is exemplified by the work of La Fundación para la
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Reconciliación (the Foundation for Reconciliation, or FfR), a Colombian CSO which has been
working in communities across the country for the past two decades.
The FfR started its work developing its psychosocial support for ex-combatants – and still
provides psychosocial therapy for up to a thousand former members of FARC each year. The
Foundation’s success has derived from its comprehensive understanding of the local and
national context, along with its willingness to partner with an array of international experts
to devise a series of tailored psychosocial support programmes; its founder, Leonel Narváez
Gómez, served as a facilitator in negotiations between Colombian government and FARC
during the 1990s, and has since partnered with a number of academic institutions including
Harvard University and the United Nations University of Peace, in order to develop their
working model and document the FfR approach.123
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SCHOOLS OF FORGIVENESS AND RECONCILIATION PROGRAMME (ESPERE)
The Foundation’s principal model is its School of Forgiveness and Reconciliation
(ESPERE), which aims to improve the mental wellbeing and resilience of participants in
order for them to become agents for reconciliation within their own communities.
The model centres around the concept of forgiveness, with workshops encouraging
participants to uncover the ‘hatreds, grudges, desires for revenge…that become the
seed of new and more serious conflicts’. The Schools conceptualise forgiveness as the
key enabling agent for individual trauma healing, allowing participants to move beyond
their painful experiences, and grow in their ability to feel empathy and re-establish
trust in relationships.
Courses comprise of around forty-eight hours’ worth of workshops, which initially
take a psychosocial group support approach, establishing a safe space which enables
around a dozen participants to share painful wartime experiences. This is followed
by an opportunity to challenge the perspectives of others within a smaller group
format, comprising two to three participants. The ESPERE model has found that using
traditional rituals found in Colombian society helps participants to express the internal
journey they go on during the course of the workshops.
The ESPERE model offers an example of a programme that has reached considerable
scale through being highly adaptable to local contexts. Since its inception, nearly
1 million people within Colombia have been trained in the ESPERE technique. The
flexibility of its approach has also seen it replicated in affiliate organisations in over
twenty one countries across Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa, and Europe. It is
estimated that in total over 2,200,000 people have taken part in the schools. In
recognition of its work, ESPERE has won a host international peacebuilding awards,
including UNESCO’s peace education prize.

Supporting Rwanda’s most vulnerable victims
The unprecedented scale and prevalence of the bloodshed pervaded every community
within Rwanda. whilst countless more are believed to have borne witness to the atrocities.
In the words of one NGO employee working in the aftermath of the genocide, “everyone
in Rwanda is traumatised”.124 A comprehensive survey of Rwandan children and adolescents
undertaken in 1995 revealed that an astonishing 90 per cent had witnessed killings, while
over a third had lost immediate family members.125 Perhaps unsurprisingly, recent research
suggests that as much as 25 per cent of the Rwandan population would meet the criteria for
PTSD.126
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Like most low-income nations, Rwanda had virtually no mental health treatment services
prior to or immediately following the genocide. Despite more recent efforts to address the
legacy of trauma, access to mental health services remain limited by a lack of funding and
expertise, especially within rural areas.
In an effort to address this gap, Rwanda has partnered with a host of international
organisations to prioritise treatment for the most vulnerable victims. Between 1995 to 1998
in the immediate aftermath of the genocide, UNICEF joined with the Rwandan Ministry
of Health to provide one of the largest public interventions to address the needs of war
traumatized children across local communities.
Multiple initiatives have since been overseen by international NGOs, with extensive
programmes being run by Handicap International, Save the Children, World Vision Rwanda,
and Caritas Rwanda, among others. As well as helping to both identify and treat victims,
these programmes have served to highlight other at risk groups, notably women residing in
rural areas, who are still amongst the most at risk of being unable to access treatment.127

INCREASING CAPACITY OF PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT
THROUGH INFORMAL THERAPY MECHANISMS
Limited mental healthcare capacity presents a significant obstacle to reconciliation in
post-conflict nations. Whilst specialist support for the most traumatised victims of war
is essential, an increasing body of anecdotal evidence suggests that informal therapy
mechanisms can play an important role in addressing trauma.
Group psychosocial programmes can provide a valuable forum in which to discuss traumatic
experiences. The value of such interventions is contingent upon their empathetic value; the
extent to which people feel their experiences have been listened too, acknowledged and
understood, and to which they encounter genuine interest and support.
This acknowledges the centrality of context, where sharing traumatic experiences with
other victims can provide a mutually-beneficial form of informal therapy. It also provides a
necessary counter-balance to the western-centred conceptualisations of identity and mental
wellbeing which typically dominate the approaches taken by international NGOs.
Confronting the scale of Rwanda’s trauma
In recent years, such informal mechanisms have come to play an increasingly important
role in addressing trauma within the Rwandan population. Their success is the result of both
their accessibility and their careful acknowledgement of context. Leading Rwandan CSOs
such as the Association of Genocide Widows Agahozo (AVEGA), Never Again Rwanda (NAR),
Benishyaka, IBUKA, ProFemmes Twese Hamwe, and the Rwandan Association of Trauma

127. Favila, I., and Fellow, L. (2009), Treatment of post-traumatic stress disorder in post-genocide Rwanda,
(Portsmouth, NH: Global Grassroots), pp.4-5.
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Counsellors (ARTC-Ruhuka) have provided support to significant numbers of victims who had
previously been unable – or reluctant – to access trauma care.128
A 2015 survey of forty-five CSOs working in the field found that a combination of both group
and community approaches was proving most effective in helping communities address their
trauma. These approaches have stressed the importance of rebuilding interpersonal relations,
drawing upon Rwandan cultural values including the notion of ‘Kubana’, meaning ‘how to
live well with and among others.’
Rwanda’s experience provides useful empirical evidence of the value of such cultural
approaches to trauma, which also tend to be less resource-intensive and therefore able to
operate for longer periods. For example, one such socio-therapy programme in Byumba,
Northern Rwanda, operated for over a decade.129 Based upon the notion that communities
could themselves contribute to addressing the trauma of their inhabitants, it facilitated
group meetings to provide a forum for discussion and advice. The programme prioritised
a reconciliation model of sustained social interaction between individuals, enabling them
to debate, exchange experiences, share coping strategies, and provide an array of mutual
support. Subsequent impact assessments have demonstrated a clear improvement in mental
health outcomes amongst participants, and a corresponding increase in social capital within
the community, demonstrating the effectiveness of this approach.130
The success of such programmes illustrates the potential impact of targeted psychosocial
programmes, especially when developed in collaboration with experienced local partners and
acknowledging the unique context of post-conflict environments. As such, it demonstrates
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128. Since 1998, ARCT offers trainings for trauma counsellors in conjunction with Rwanda’s Ministry of Health.
It is one of the more active and respected organizations and collaborates closely with district authorities in the
training of counsellors. In 2006, it established the ARCT‐RUHUKA Trauma Centre in Kigali.
129. Richters, A., Dekker, C., & Scholte, W. (2008), Community based sociotherapy in Byumba, Rwanda, Vol. 6,
No. 2, p.100-116.
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the extent to which trauma may begin to be addressed through informal therapy
mechanisms, helping to overcome often limited mental healthcare capacity.
Such programmes provide an effective example for other post-conflict environments,
seeking similar attitudinal and behavioural transformations amongst victims of trauma.
Though some victims – notably those that have suffered sexual abuse - inevitably require
specialist support, these group psychosocial programmes illustrate how initiatives designed
The Social Healing and Participatory Governance for Sustainable Peace in Rwanda
Programme
Drawing upon this wealth of intra-national experience has produced notable results
in helping Rwanda address the issue of conflict related trauma. The Social Healing and
Participatory Governance for Sustainable Peace in Rwanda Programme represents an
outstanding example of effective collaboration between local CSOs and international
NGOs. Operating for four years between 2015 and 2019, it brought together local CSO
Never Again Rwanda (NAR) and the international NGO Interpeace, with support from
the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA).
The programme drew on the collective experience of both organisations who
had worked in Rwanda for over fifteen years, using its extensive network and
understanding of the context of conflict to tailor support to the population. The
programme established fifteen psychosocial support groups each comprised of
around thirty participants. The groups met monthly over the period of four years,
sharing their experiences of the genocide and discussing how their communities could
best move forward in its aftermath. These meetings were co-facilitated by trained
psychotherapists and NAR staff.
Participants recorded a 25 per cent reduction in the impact of latent trauma, including
a 66 per cent decline in the number of people frequently contemplating suicide and
an improvement of almost 50 per cent in levels of depression. In addition, the number
of participants presenting symptoms of PTSD reduced by 35 per cent, whilst levels
of interpersonal trust increased by close to two-thirds. Particularly astounding was
the scale of improvements amongst perpetrators of the genocide, who witnessed the
largest increases in their levels of social tolerance towards others.
The results evidenced a clear correlation between a reduction in the signs of trauma in
participants and their willingness to engage in further reconciliation activities. Overall,
there was a 38 per cent increase in participants indicating that they felt comfortable
participating in events organised by the government or local community after taking
part in the programme. Participants also reported increased involvement with their
families and in community engagement more widely.
Critically, the programme demonstrated best practice in monitoring and evaluating
its impact on participants. Indices were developed in partnership with the Centre
for Sustainable Peace and Democratic Development (SeeD) which measured
progress across four key areas; the levels of individual trauma, levels of trust in other
participants, levels of social tolerance, and willingness to promote peace within their
local communities. Significantly, the programme's impact analysis proved particularly
cost effective; two tranches of data collection cost less than 1 per cent of the project
budget.
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to address grievances can prove disproportionately effective, and critically facilitate popular
engagement in wider community and national reconciliation initiatives.131

HEALING INDIVIDUAL TRAUMA
Identify and prioritise the treatment of the most vulnerable by:
•

Actively partnering with international organisations, NGOs, and donors.

•

Providing targeted, specialist support to specific categories of victims such as
victims of sexual trauma and children.

•

Prioritising the treatment of traumatised former combatants who pose the highest
risk of relapsing into conflict.

Increase capacity of psychosocial support through informal therapy
mechanisms by:
Maximising the informal opportunities to resolve low-level trauma, through
programmes which:
•

Have a duration of at least two years.

•

Are facilitated by local NGOs able to navigate the unique context of conflict.

131. Davis, A., Nsengiyumva, C., and Hyslop, D. (2019), ‘Healing trauma and building trust and tolerance in
Rwanda’, Interpeace Peacebuilding in Practice Research Paper No 4, p.44.
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CONCLUSION
Successful reconciliation requires a determination to embrace the future, and to confront the
past. To resolve trauma, to accept responsibility, and to embrace a common humanity. This
is a profound challenge in nations devastated by conflict; where individuals and communities
have often been on opposing sides, and where the wounds – both physical and psychological
– run deep.
The examples contained within this report are far from exhaustive. Nor do they outline every
aspect of the complex and prolonged process of post-conflict reconciliation. However, they
do endorse the need for what Sarah Maddison characterises as a ‘marathon mindset’ towards
reconciliation. One which demonstrates the persistence required to bring a semblance of
unity to countries torn apart by war.
Yet persistence alone is not enough. The evidence from Colombia, Sri Lanka, and
Rwanda outlined in this report illustrates three indispensable components of successful
reconciliation. First, the need for inclusive political leadership, which both priorities and
exemplifies reconciliation, which helps develop an inclusive narrative of conflict, and which
establishes an effective framework through which to deliver justice for the victims of war.
Second, the importance of rebuilding communities, by restoring inter-communal bonds
of trust through a patient process of interaction, dialogue, supplemented by the kind of
collaborative venture exemplified by the joint development programmes highlighted in
Colombia. Third, it requires concerted and targeted effort to address the latent trauma
caused by conflict, to ensure that such divisions do not continue the cycle of violence.
Crucially, these three elements cannot take place in isolation from one another. The
experiences of Colombia, Sri Lanka, and Rwanda illustrate the need for individuals,
communities, and nations to all participate in the process of reconciliation. They also
illustrate the importance of three features that are key to success.
First, the process of reconciliation must acknowledge the unique context of conflict. This
requires the process to be driven by the leaders and citizens of the nations themselves.
Second, post-conflict nations require patient but persistent partnership from the
international community. This is essential in increasing the often limited financial, judicial,
and medical resources available to nations in the aftermath of war. Third, they show that a
concerted effort is required to improve the evaluation of reconciliation initiatives, to ensure
that best practice can be shared and replicated, and financial support can be targeted
effectively.
Peace in Rwanda, Sri Lanka, and Colombia should not be taken for granted. However, the
considerable progress made by each nation in recent years should serve as an inspiration
for what reconciliation can achieve. Collectively, they demonstrate that when conducted
effectively, inclusive post-conflict reconciliation can prove to be an unparalleled pathway to
prosperity.
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