
Sharing responsibility:  
governance in the midst of conflict 

At a global level, those seeking to eradicate extreme poverty now recognise 
the centrality of peace and governance to development. The 2011 World 
Development Report highlighted the link between weak institutional legitimacy 
and governance, and pointed to the vulnerability to violence and instability 
that states and sub-national areas experience as a result. The UN Report 
of the High Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the post-2015 Development 
Framework, published in May 2013, acknowledged that people the world over, 
not only in conflict-affected societies, “expect governments to be honest, 
accountable and responsive to their needs” and called for a fundamental 
shift: “to recognise peace and good governance as core elements of 
wellbeing, not optional extras”.
The challenge, as ever, is making such aspirations a reality. This is 
particularly so in contexts where the practice of violence and confrontation, 
rather than transparent decision-making and dialogue, has been the 
prevailing form of governance and has undermined trust at all levels. It is 
also a challenge where groups most affected by conflict are excluded from 
decision-making, where governance institutions are weak and dysfunctional, 
or where their very existence is contested by parties to conflict. 
This paper offers some conclusions and practical lessons as to how 
governance can be transformed or reinvigorated in societies affected by 
conflict. It focuses on work to improve government accountability and 
responsiveness through increased public participation carried out by 
Conciliation Resources with local partners in the Mano River Union sub-
region, northern Uganda and South Sudan, the Georgian-Abkhaz context 
and Fiji.
The experience of working with civil society and communities indicated that 
it is the relationship between communities and the institutions of state, be 
they local, regional or national, that is critical to rebuilding the social compact 
in conflict-affected contexts. The focus on building functioning institutions 
in the ‘peacebuilding and statebuilding’ discourse and in donor priorities 
risks overlooking this aspect, as well as the agency of communities in 
transforming governance. While the project made progress in generating trust 
and collaboration at local level, challenges remain in achieving this between 
national and local levels. 

The project Increasing government accountability in conflict zones through 
public participation in policymaking, was funded by the Department 
for International Development (DFID) under the Governance and 
Transparency Fund. 
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1.  Transforming governance is primarily political, and a  
long-term endeavour

Political processes, such as how competing 
interests are mediated, conflicts resolved, and 
power and resources distributed, are central to 
changes in governance. In many of the contexts 
where the project operated, work to encourage 
greater public participation inevitably confronted 
the political question of how governance is 
structured and the power relationship between the 
metropolitan centre and elites vis-à-vis the rest of 
the territory. The importance of decentralisation 
emerged as a common theme. 

Staff and partners in Georgia working to increase 
the participation of Internally Displaced Persons 
(IDPs)1 in public and political life, discovered that 
local officials were sympathetic to requests made 
by IDPs in relation to living standards and social 
issues, but were often powerless to respond as 
budgetary decisions were highly centralised. 
Work to increase local public participation, while 
successful, for example, in increasing voter 
turnout in local elections, was ultimately limited 
by the degree of centralised decision-making. 
Decentralisation reforms in Georgia, which are due 
to begin in mid-2013 may address this obstacle to 
more responsive governance. 

1 Internally Displaced Persons – in the Georgian-Abkhaz context, ethnic 
Georgians displaced from Abkhazia as a result of war in the early 1990s. 

In Abkhazia, local self-governance emerged as a 
key element of decentralisation and an opportunity 
for civic actors to promote participation. NGOs 
presented concrete recommendations to a draft 
law on local self-governance, which would provide 
for mechanisms for public participation and more 
effective distribution of power and responsibilities. 
The law was submitted to parliament in June 2013 
and while there is consensus that reform is needed, 
views are diverging as to the ‘how’ and the degree 
of autonomy that local authorities should have. As is 
often the case, being at the heart of the distribution 
of power, decentralisation remains a contested issue.

Contributing to the establishment of strong and 
accountable institutions of state is problematic 
where the state itself is a party to conflict or where 
the state’s legitimacy, rather than necessarily its 
capacity, is contested. This is relevant for Abkhazia, 
which has been recognised as an independent 
republic by the Russian Federation and four other 
UN member states, but not by the rest of the 
international community that considers it to be 
part of Georgia. In this case promoting effective 
governance has become politicised, interpreted 
by some as giving direct support to a ‘separatist 
regime’. In Fiji the Government’s power derives 
from a 2006 coup d’état. The military-backed 
government has introduced significant changes, 

Community workshop, Fiji, 2012 © Pacific Centre for Peacebuilding



www.c-r.org  •  3

including land and local government reforms 
without any meaningful public consultation, while 
excluding political leaders and civil society from 
national policy decision-making. The legitimacy of 
the Government is contested both within Fiji and by 
international actors such as the Commonwealth. 

The pace of change

‘   Wishful thinking on timing pervades 
development assistance when it comes to 
governance and institution building […] Even 
the Republic of Korea, which had the resources 
and political will (and a higher level of human 
capital than many fragile states today), took a 
generation to make these changes. No country 
today is likely to be able to make it in three 
to five years, the typical timeline of national 
leadership and the international community.’ 
World Development Report 2011: Conflict,  
Security and Development

Changes in governance in conflict contexts happen 
gradually and can be vulnerable to setbacks, crises 
and instability. In 2008 for example, the first year 
of the project, there was major armed conflict 
or political upheaval in all areas covered: war 
erupted in South Ossetia, seriously affecting the 
Georgian-Abkhaz context, Ugandan armed forces 
launched Operation Lightning Thunder against Lord’s 
Resistance Army rebels, the military leadership in 
Fiji abrogated the Constitution and a military coup 
took place in Guinea. These upheavals highlighted 
the need to be able to adapt and respond to change 
and to a new set of issues and parameters.
The work carried out by Conciliation Resources 
and its partners under this project was supported 
by a five-year grant from the UK Government’s 
Department for International Development. While 
this was unusually long-term in the funding world, 
and enabled the foundations for ongoing changes in 
governance to be established, the project did not see 
transformative change and new equilibria emerge in 
the individual contexts. Given conflicts often last for 
many years this was perhaps to be expected. 
In West Africa progress was slow in the first years 
of the project, as resources were deployed to build 
the capacity of certain partners and familiarise 
them with a dialogue approach to interaction with 
the authorities: initially government actors at 
district and national level had felt threatened by 
partners’ confrontational approach and questioned 
the relevance of the work to peacebuilding. In South 
Sudan, the capacity of local civil society partners 
was initially lower than anticipated and a greater 
allocation of resources to this component of the 
programme was required than originally planned, 
thus limiting what could be achieved in other areas. 

In northern Uganda around 75 per cent of local 
government officials in the area covered by the 
project were replaced following local and national 
elections in February 2011. This undermined work 
carried out hitherto by civil society partners and 
community volunteers in building constructive 
relationships with local government authorities.
Within these volatile and political contexts and within 
its five-year timespan, the project nonetheless 
achieved notable individual results which over 
time may have a longer-term impact on people’s 
experience of governance and peaceful resolution 
of conflict. In northern Uganda, for instance, in 
2007 following the return of nearly two million IDPs 
to their communities, land related conflicts were 
threatening to drag the region back into violence. 
Mistrust between the populations in northern 
Uganda and those in the south, and towards central 
government, was high; these tensions lie at the 
heart of the conflict with the Lord’s Resistance 
Army. Government was seen by many as corrupt and 
unable to act as an honest broker in disputes.
The project targeted this deficiency in local 
government, supporting the development of 
a network of community based volunteers to 
mediate land conflicts and act as a bridge between 
communities and local, district and national 
authorities. As a result of their work, between 
2009-2013 over 80 per cent of 743 land conflicts 
reported to Conciliation Resources’ partners were 
successfully settled using community mediation 
approaches. Constructive and mutually supportive 
relationships between district authorities and civil 
society and communities were established. 

‘   The Acholi Religious Leaders’ Peace Initiative,  
the Justice and Peace Commission and the 
community volunteers are among the few 
people that the local government relies upon 
to resolve land disputes. The Government is 
unable to handle the increasing volume of 
land-related cases in northern Uganda.’  
Chair of District Council, Gulu

In Liberia deep-rooted drivers of tension that had 
existed before the civil war continued to influence 
local political and social dynamics. When the project 
began, difficulties in accessing health care and 
education, poorly maintained infrastructure, and a 
lack of trade and job opportunities, combined with 
a sense of powerlessness to influence government 
decisions, were contributing to increased tensions 
in communities. Youth expressed grievances 
through violent protests and destruction of property. 
Allocation of funds to each county for the 
redevelopment of destroyed infrastructure through 
a national Social Development Fund was failing 
to have effect, due to corrupt management by 
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government officials. Conciliation Resources 
and its partners therefore focused on increasing 
public monitoring of the Fund, by engaging local 
communities and officials through the creation of 
non-partisan spaces for dialogue run by civil society 
and community based activists, called District 
Platforms for Dialogue. 
This increased citizen action – in particular a report 
by the Liberian partner organisation, the Institute 
for Research and Democratic Development, 
which highlighted corruption and poor community 
involvement in disbursement of funds – led to 
the suspension of the scheme by the Office of the 
President in order to review its implementation. 
The fund has since been reinstated with a strategy 
for accountability and supervision. The positive 

response by the Government has encouraged 
local communities and district officials to engage 
more seriously in discussions around good 
governance, transparency and accountability. The 
Government has in turn offered to conduct more 
radio broadcasts and town hall meetings to raise 
awareness of disbursement of the Fund. 
Ultimately processes involved in transforming 
governance are inherently political and complex. In 
conflict-affected contexts they are also vulnerable 
to political instability, insecurity, a lack of trust 
and local capacity. A degree of honest realism 
is therefore necessary about time-frames for 
progress, risks and constraints, as well as sensitive 
and sustained external support to processes of 
change and those seeking to make it happen. 

2.  A peacebuilding approach to governance builds relationships  
and trust between local communities, local authorities and  
national institutions 

In all contexts, Conciliation Resources and local 
partners aimed to link politically marginalised 
groups, often those most affected by conflict, 
into political and policy processes, supporting 
their efforts to be heard, have representation 
and to scrutinise the practice of government. The 
strategies for engagement adopted by partners 
were guided by a peacebuilding logic: constructive 
and principled engagement, based on building 
relationships of trust. For some this was new, and 
contrasted with more confrontational approaches 
employed hitherto. 
As mentioned, the District Platforms for Dialogue 
(DPDs) set up under the project by Conciliation 

Resources with local NGO partners in border 
districts of Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea 
are district level networks of civil society and 
community based activists. The DPDs are 
illustrative of this peacebuilding approach; they act 
as non-partisan spaces where community members 
can raise grievances with local authorities, private 
businesses or community leaders in peaceful and 
structured dialogue sessions. Over time the DPDs 
have come to play an expanded role; increasingly 
local decision makers are turning to them to 
organise meetings to test public opinion towards 
policy strategies, and to facilitate dialogue between 
communities and families in conflict. Over 2,500

Meeting of community leaders prior to the formation of the District Platforms for Dialogue, Sierra Leone, 2009   
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people were directly involved in the DPDs between 
2008-2013.

‘   The DPDs are now our district mediators,  
they even mediate the tensions between us, 
the district authorities.’ 
County Development Committee Chairman, Liberia

During the 2007 elections in Pujehun district 
in Sierra Leone, 35 houses were burnt down, 
cases were recorded of caustic soda being 
thrown on gathering crowds and farmland 
was severely damaged. Prior to elections in 
2012, a town hall meeting was organised by 
the local DPD to create space for local citizens 
to debate aspects of major party political 
manifestos and was attended by local officials 
and party representatives. High numbers 
of women and youth were present, and they 
had the opportunity to advocate for more 
effective policies and greater accountability 
to marginalised groups. Eleven women were 
subsequently nominated to positions in local 
government, backed by male-dominated 
political parties. There were no reports of 
violent incidents on election day and levels 
of violence in conflict-prone regions were 
considerably lower than in previous years. 

 

In many cases the increased engagement between 
citizens and local officials represented a step-
change in relationships and the way things 
were done. In Abkhazia, local NGOs with whom 
Conciliation Resources worked, who were seeking 

to strengthen the collaboration between the civil 
sector and administrative authorities, encountered 
initial resistance and suspicion from local officials, 
who were unused to interference or challenge. Yet, 
through engagement, partners also found that local 
officials were themselves struggling with a lack 
of resources and influence. Joint work with civil 
society restored a degree of hope in the potential to 
implement change. Policy discussions that involve 
authorities, opposition and civil society have now 
become frequent and more accepted, and the 
skills, expertise and knowledge acquired by civil 
society partners on issues of governance means, 
for example, that they are regularly invited to legal 
commissions to discuss local self-governance 
and decentralisation.

‘   I remember when we had only just started, 
years ago. The concepts of self-governance 
and administration were alien to me. I 
remember at the first meetings […] local 
officials didn’t welcome us at all. We then 
carried out in-depth interviews and focus 
groups. That was very alien to them; and  
for me it was an eye-opener.’ 
Civil society actor, Sukhum/i

In Uganda and South Sudan, partners decided from 
the outset that relationships with local authorities 
would be developed gently and the number of 
demands placed on them would be limited early 
on in the project. Local government officials at the 
district and sub-county levels were encouraged to 

West Africa project partners’ joint analysis meeting, Sierra Leone, 2010 © Fid Thompson 
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participate in various project activities, including 
training sessions, community barazas (plenary 
community meetings), cross-border community 
meetings and land mediation. 

The partners found that local government officials 
were struggling to understand how to take forward 
implementation of the Peace, Recovery and 
Development Plan for Northern Uganda (PRDP)2. 
Confusing and contradictory instructions and 
guidance from national authorities on PRDP budget 
lines had eroded the powers of local authorities, 
which in turn became a source of corruption. Local 
officials shared with civil society and communities 
a sense of frustration at national government’s lack 
of accountability, which in turn led them to work 
collaboratively to address these challenges. 

2 The Peace, Recovery and Development Plan for Northern Uganda is the 
Government of Uganda’s comprehensive development framework. It 
acts as a donor and government coordination framework, and mobilises 
and allocates additional resources for economic development among 
communities in the North. 

‘   As a paralegal, working together with local 
authorities was very important to me, and 
helped to address issues satisfactorily.’ 
Paralegal, northern Uganda

Similarly, in Fiji, local partners worked at 
strengthening diverse aspects of state-society 
relationships. Beginning in rural communities, the 
Citizens’ Constitutional Forum’s (CCF) sustained 
community education programme on governance 
rights issues was both culturally sensitive and 
navigated the sensitivities of the military-led 
government.

The experience across the project showed that an 
approach, which cultivates dialogue, understanding 
and relationships of trust, often through the 
creation of formal or informal local governance 
structures, offers a strong basis to address local 
governance issues as well as to engage and 
strengthen national governance. 

3.  External support based on a partnership approach can  
maintain local ownership 

An approach, which empowered local actors 
and preserved local ownership, and therefore 
the sustainability of results beyond the project, 
underpinned Conciliation Resources’ actions. The 
organisation worked with local civil society partner 
organisations primarily; partnerships based on 
relationships of trust and confidence, many of 
which had been built up over a number of years. 
A level of mutual confidence allowed Conciliation 
Resources to provide critical challenge and act as 
a sounding board for partners as they took forward 
the programmes and encountered capacity, political 
and other challenges. Providing assistance without 
compromising the legitimacy of partners and 
community actors in the eyes of authorities and 
policymakers was paramount. 
Conciliation Resources also acted as a channel 
through which marginalised groups could become 
part of processes from which they would otherwise 
be excluded. The organisation convened safe 
spaces for discussion, disagreement, ideas and 
innovative thinking, including between civil and 
government representatives. In Fiji, this involved 
helping local people set up a national community 
leaders’ dialogue process, Dialogue Fiji, which 
brought together leaders from traditional and 
marginalised groups, civil society, the private sector 
and government. The meetings offered space to 
discuss and develop action plans focused on local 
conflict and development issues. This annual cycle 
of local dialogue events now culminates each year 
with a national event bringing local representatives, 
national level leaders and government 

representatives together to discuss broader 
national conflict and development issues.

Providing access to funding and national and 
international interlocutors, particularly for those with 
limited experience, capacity or political access was 
also part of Conciliation Resources’ added value. In 
Uganda, for example, Conciliation Resources’ staff 
facilitated a visit by technical advisers from the Office 
of the Prime Minister to Gulu in northern Uganda in 
2010, in order to brief the civil society partners and 
youth monitors on the PRDP and its implementation. 
This was one of many such interfaces. 

Work with ordinary Abkhaz revealed the same 
desire for representative, effective and inclusive 
governance as citizens of any other society, yet, 
due to their political isolation and contested status, 
greater challenges in learning from other contexts 
and accessing donor support. There is currently 
no external support to improving governance in 
Abkhazia – the task of making internal decision-
making more representative therefore falls to civil 
society. Through its long-term accompaniment 
of partners in Abkhazia, Conciliation Resources 
was able to provide advice and challenge, while 
recognising that Abkhaz civil society actors were 
much better placed to navigate the sensitive 
relationship with their own political leaders and 
decision-makers. Part of this ongoing conversation 
was also about testing the degree to which partners 
could balance working for change within Abkhazia 
and engaging in dialogue across the conflict divide 
with Georgian interlocutors. 
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Conciliation Resources also shared experience 
across the different contexts through two joint 
analysis workshops (JAWs) over the five years, in 
Uganda and the UK respectively, which brought 
together partners from the different locations 
covered by the project. The workshops were 
an opportunity to gain insight into the types of 
challenges activists face in different contexts 
and the strategies they use to circumvent or 
overcome them. 

Sharing experiences with people living and working 
in other complex conflict systems created a sense 
of solidarity, stimulated conceptual thinking and 
allowed participants to better understand the detail 
of one another’s varied approaches. In 2011 as a 
follow-up to the first JAW, Conciliation Resources 
accompanied partners from Uganda and South 
Sudan on a visit to the Caucasus, where they learned 
and shared experiences with Georgian and Abkhaz 
partners on issues of displacement, women’s 
participation, decentralisation and dialogue. 

In another case, Conciliation Resources and its local 
partner brought together DPDs from six districts 
within Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia in January 
2013 to share experiences of working in border 
areas. At the meeting the Liberian group expressed 
interest in learning more about Sierra Leone’s 
decentralisation process, which was introduced 

in 2004 – six years ahead of Liberia’s own draft 
national decentralisation policy. Conciliation 
Resources therefore facilitated a study visit by 
officials from two border districts in Liberia to 
Sierra Leone in March 2013 to learn about the 
process of decentralisation there.  

‘   We have learnt a lot and we are going to 
carry back with us several lessons, which we 
believe can help us improve, especially our 
relationship with civil society.’ 
Commissioner, Cape Mount County, Liberia

The role of external actors, be they donors or 
international NGOs, in supporting what are 
political and domestic processes of change, can 
therefore be one which enables communities to 
challenge and shape governance, rather than one 
which determines what governance should be. 
Local people need to be at the heart of processes 
of change in their societies – external actors 
can support them by providing knowledge and 
perspective, and strengthening their capacities 
to bring about change. Getting the right balance 
of support and local ownership is vital. Just as 
governance issues and conflicts belong to the 
societies affected by them, so should the solutions 
be their own. 

Project partners from Uganda and South Sudan visit the Caucasus and share lessons with Georgian partners, 2011 
© Levan Gabechava
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4.  Building confidence in public participation can be a catalyst  
for peaceful change 

In all cases the project activities started with the 
issues directly affecting people’s lives. Seeing small 
tangible successes from civic action on everyday 
issues built the confidence of individuals, groups 
and communities in their ability to affect change 
and in turn encouraged them to address issues 
directly relating to the conflict. 

In the Georgian-Abkhaz context, Conciliation 
Resources worked together with a unique network 
of Georgian IDPs called ‘Synergy’, which seeks 
to encourage the participation of IDPs in the 
country’s public and political life. The majority of its 
members are organisations established and run by 
Georgians displaced from Abkhazia, based in Tbilisi, 
Samegrelo and Imereti regions. IDPs are directly 
affected by, but have been typically excluded from, 
decisions and policy towards the Georgian-Abkhaz 
conflict. They therefore stand much to gain from 
improved governance and creating more auspicious 
conditions for peacebuilding. They also have the 
potential to inspire broader sections of society to 
play a more active role in public life and decision-
making, and in conflict transformation. 

Confidence among network members in 
the value of advocacy and public action was 
generated initially through work on social issues 
at grassroots level, including by pressing for 
measures to improve the poor living conditions 
in IDP collective centres. In one such case, as a 

result of Synergy’s cooperation with the mayor’s 
office, other local officials and a local political 
party, a collective centre which had been without a 
mains water supply for several years had its water 
supply connected within a week. 

Such successes built confidence among IDPs in 
the potential for collective advocacy to achieve 
tangible results, and encouraged Synergy members 
themselves to tackle more political issues. Over 
the five years of the project, Synergy has grown in 
strength and impact – the network is more self-
sufficient in management and funding than in the 
past, it proposes amendments to laws reflecting 
IDP interests, has permanent representation at 
three ministerial working groups, and is recognised 
as a valuable resource by IDPs and Georgian society 
more widely. 

The fact that Synergy occupies its current position 
is testimony to what long-term engagement, 
capacity building and dialogue can achieve. From its 
early days as a disparate group of individuals and 
organisations drawn from one of the most marginal 
groups in Georgian society, it has consolidated to 
become a respected source of information and 
analysis, with the collective power to affect change 
at a national level on issues of direct concern to 
people most affected by conflict. Network members 
are now using their experience and contacts to 
enhance the role of IDPs in peacebuilding. 

An Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) settlement, Georgia, 2009 © Michael Wiederhold
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‘   IDPs as a whole are more involved in political 
processes and are better integrated into 
society. They are visible as a diverse group of 
citizens who make their own choices. This is 
not solely Synergy’s achievement; but Synergy 
played a significant role in this.’ 
Georgian State Minister for Reintegration

In all contexts, confidence was also built on 
increased knowledge and access to information. 
Limited access for citizens, and also often for local 
authorities, to basic laws and policies inhibits the 
ability to form a critical opinion on what needs to 
change, and also for citizens to hold governments 
to account for their commitments, obligations 
and actions. 
Part of Conciliation Resources’ and its partners’ 
work was therefore to increase local people’s 
access to information about policies, government 
decisions and civic rights. In the Mano River Union 
sub-region, making policy documents available 
to local populations in border regions and helping 
people to understand and use them, dispelled 
ideas that these policies were only intended for 
and understood by national elites. Conciliation 
Resources and its partners provided copies of 
national policy documents to both communities and 
district officials and created opportunities to explain 
and discuss the details of the policies at workshops 
and town hall meetings. The project also provided 
access to mining legislation and information by 
which communities could hold to account large 
mining companies operating in Forecariah in 
Guinea for their impact on the local environment 
and economy.

‘   People that are better informed are 
more active.’ 
Lawyer, Zugdidi, Georgia

The civic education programme in Fiji, run by the 
Citizens’ Constitutional Forum (CCF), provided 
knowledge and raised awareness of human 
rights, good governance and citizenship in rural 
communities, the majority of whom are indigenous 
Fijian communities often marginalised in local and 
national debates. The information and discussions 
in villages and rural communities across many 
parts of the country raised awareness and 
changed behaviour at grassroots, and even at a 
domestic level.
In 2012, when the Government launched a 
constitutional development process amidst a 
climate of limited freedom of the media and 
assembly, CCF focused on informing people about 
the process and their rights in that regard. This 
presented an opportunity for the people of Fiji 
to explore and address the underlying drivers of 

conflict along with open discussion on the country’s 
transition from military to democratic and inclusive 
governance. As a result, 51 information workshops 
involving over 1,900 local participants took place 
and an estimated 1,200 submissions were received 
from these communities during the four-month 
public hearing phase of the process, representing 
a significantly high level of public engagement with 
the consultation process. 
Through tangible successes in effecting change 
through advocacy, greater understanding of their 
rights and agency, and by creating safe spaces for 
constructive dialogue, the project made progress 
in building people’s confidence in processes 
and possibilities for peaceful change. This 
crucial but intangible ingredient for governance 
transformation was one of the project’s strongest 
legacies. Concrete achievements also gave groups 
marginalised from decision-making processes the 
confidence to believe that their actions can make a 
difference and that they can contribute to building 
better governance and, ultimately, the conditions for 
long-term peace.

‘ I am the Turaga ni Koro or the village 
headman of Navatukia Village [..] I used 
to be complacent about my duty as a 
village headman and did not encourage 
nor empower the villagers in their daily 
lives or in village activities. I learnt from 
the workshop on human rights how to be 
a good citizen and use good governance 
principles as a tool for my leadership role.  
 
I then discussed with the rest of the 
villagers setting up a three-month 
plan for our village. We put together 
this plan, which I noticed worked for 
all of us because it was done with 
the participation and inclusion of all 
members of the village. We respected our 
right to adequate living by raising hygiene 
and living standards and had inclusive 
participation in the weekly village 
activities that we planned together.’ 
Village headman, Fiji
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Conclusion

In contexts of violence or post-conflict situations, 
the challenges facing local organisations and 
international NGOs working on increased 
government accountability and responsiveness are 
significantly greater than in contexts unaffected 
by the trauma and legacies of conflict. Developing 
active and engaged citizens in such environments 
can be a struggle. Working with partners in 
these four diverse conflict contexts, Conciliation 
Resources has seen that approaches premised 
on capacity building, accompaniment, trust and 
above all engagement and dialogue can be effective 
strategies for long-term and transformativechange.  
Work done through the project addressed a 
‘confidence deficit’ in the conflict-affected areas 
in which it operated. To varying degrees – often 
dependent on the contexts – it restored the idea 
among people, both citizens as well as officials 
in many cases, that positive outcomes are 
possible and it is therefore worth investing or 
engaging in participatory processes for change. 
Evidence of this showed in increased levels of 
public participation, be it in local elections, local 
decision-making fora, interaction with government 
officials at local, regional and national levels and in 
legislative processes. 
The project also highlighted the agency of 
communities themselves in transforming 
governance. It showed that it is the relationship 

between communities and the institutions of state 
that is critical to rebuilding the social compact. 
Emphasis in the current ‘peacebuilding and 
statebuilding’ discourse and in donor priorities on 
building functioning institutions of state poses the 
risk that, if the rules of the game are weighted too 
far on the side of the institutions or the elites that 
inhabit them, then the abuse of power and conflict 
becomes more likely.  
Strengthening governance based on dialogue 
ultimately creates societies more able to find 
non-violent ways to end conflict. As outsiders 
we cannot and should not aspire to implement 
these inherently political and complex processes 
of change ourselves – in any context people must 
arrive at a form of governance which responds to 
people’s needs and which can hold society together 
in peace. But outsiders can accompany that process 
and provide knowledge, capacity or perspective, 
which local people may lack in attempting to solve 
their own problems. 

‘   We were not working on these issues because 
there was a project… the project emerged and 
we shaped it according to the problems that 
we began to see.’ 
Civil society actor, Sukhum/i

Partners’ end of project workshop, Sierra Leone, 2013 © Conciliation Resources/Clare Richards



Information about the project

The project Increasing government accountability 
in conflict zones through public participation in 
policymaking took place between 2008 and 2013 in 
four conflict areas where governance issues are key 
factors in the persistence of instability and conflict: 
(1) Sierra Leone, Guinea, Liberia (Mano River Union 
sub-region); (2) northern Uganda and South Sudan; 
(3) the Georgian-Abkhaz context; and (4) Fiji. The 
project worked with a range of women, men and 
youth in order to help them voice their needs on 
issues that impact their everyday lives and to hold 
governments to account on their commitments 
and actions.

For further information about the individual 
programme areas, contact: 
Mira Sovakar, Projects Manager, Caucasus 
Programme, msovakar@c-r.org 
Janet Adama Mohammed, Director of  
West Africa Programme, jamohammed@c-r.org 
Ciaran O’Toole, Director of Fiji Programme, 
cotoole@c-r.org 
Kennedy Tumutegyereize, Director of  
East and Central Africa Programme, 
ktumutegyereize@c-r.org

Conciliation Resources’ partners

 3Justice and Peace Commission, Gulu
 3Totto Chan Centre for Child Trauma, Juba 
 3Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative, Gulu 
 3  West Africa Centre for Capacity Development 
(CENCAD), Freetown 
 3  Institute of Research and Democratic 
Development (IREDD), Monrovia (formerly the 
Liberian Democratic Institute)

 3  The Citizens’ Constitutional Forum,  
Suva
 3  The Pacific Centre for Peacebuilding,  
Suva 
 3  Institute for the Study of Nationalism and  
Conflict, Tbilisi 
 3  Centre for Humanitarian Programmes,  
Sukhum/i

Methodology

The lessons captured in this paper were drawn 
from project documentation and a participatory 
and reflective evaluation process organised 
by Conciliation Resources and partners at the 
project’s completion. The process included: 
participatory cross-border workshops attended 
by more than 90 participants including partners 
and local and national authorities in West Africa 
and Uganda; focus groups in the Georgian-Abkhaz 

context attended by 68 participants and staff from 
partner organisations; in-depth semi-structured 
interviews with partners and authorities; evaluation 
meetings with partners; an assessment of our work 
conducted by a civic education expert in conjunction 
with our Fiji partners; and an in-house reflective 
workshop to reconstruct assumptions and theory of 
change based on the evidence and learning gained 
from the workshops. 

Cover photo: Youth monitors work with 
communities on implementation of the 
Government of Uganda’s Peace, Recovery and 
Development Plan for Northern Uganda, 2011 
© Conciliation Resources/Sarah Bradford 



Conciliation Resources is an independent 
organisation working with people in conflict to 
prevent violence and build peace. We’re there for as 
long as we’re needed to provide advice, support and 
practical resources. In addition, we take what we 
learn to government decision-makers and others 
working to end conflict, to improve policies and 
practice worldwide. 
 
Our programme work focuses on seven conflict-
affected regions around the world, and we take a 
further in-depth look at specific conflict contexts 
and peacebuilding themes through our Accord 
publication series: www.c-r.org/accord. Together, 
we can find peaceful alternatives to violence.

Conciliation Resources 
173 Upper Street 
London N1 1RG 
United Kingdom 

Telephone +44 (0)20 7359 7728 
Fax  +44 (0)20 7359 4081 
Email  cr@c-r.org  
Website   www.c-r.org

Facebook.com/ConciliationResources
Twitter.com/CRbuildpeace 

Charity registered in England and Wales (1055436)  
Company limited by guarantee registered in 
England and Wales (03196482)
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