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Conflict-mitigation is & concept and methodoicgy that

emphasizes a broad societal understanding of conflicts obtained
mainly throughk in-depth interviewing with many anc varied actors.
Developed through the work by the Transnational Foundation for Peace
and Future Research (TFF), the conflict-mitigation process is
intended to serve 2 number of purpeses: (1) enable the parties to
solve conflicts themse!ves to the iargest extent possible: (2) serve
as early warning, preventive diplcmacy, and multi-traczk diplomacy;
(3) understand better the peace-making potential of civil society;
(4) help not only the conflicting parties but the inte-national
communily through an open anc open-—end=c process; (5 work with
drafts or interim reports that the conflicting parties are invited to
comment on; and (6) lead to an informal third party role in some
cases. The practice of conflict-mitigation section follows the
purposes and describes interviews, analysis, and reports. A list of
2] directions that the TFF and other parties can take provide
suggestions for where conflict-mitigation can lead. Eightean conflict
mitigation principles show what the TFF adheres to in its work and
what it tries to help others learn. (CK)
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CONFLICT-MITIGATION
Phitosophy & Methodologs

Jan Gbarg

Conflict-mitigation 15 z concept and & methodelogy that the TFF 1 Trans-
national Foundation for Peace and Future Researchy hay developed 1o some
extent 1n 1ts projects in former Yugoslavia. It emphasizes a broad societal
understanding of the conflicts obtained mainly through in-depth inter-
viewing with many and vaned actors. It is intended o enable the parties
themselves 10 solve their own coniflicts to the largest extent possible. The
concept of mitigauon 15 used deliberatel; trather than solution or media-
uony. It sigmfies a modest indirect approach providing perspectives.
concrete propmsals and some tools that can be used by the parties them-
selves.

In this paper (presenited to the Peace Education Workshop at the ELPRA
Conference 1n Budapest. November 1993, Jan Oberg summarizes and
discusses the major characizristies of the confhict-miugation process as "
has been used by the TFF teams.
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fizs developed 1o some exient m in
Yugaslavia fCroziiz, Sloven
amich s reponizg m e.g. Ar’er 7420 lgvig — What” a:,i Pree
Kosovo.
It emphasizes a broad sozietal undersiard
mainly through tr-depth interviesing '»ith man} ]
TFF teams comsist of expens 1o cenflict- re:sol"nun. inernelions
Yugoslaria znd the Balkans. psv:hoaa.a vsis. sociclogs and pumalism.
It is intended 10 serve a number of purpases

« 1 First znd mos importantdy. o help ease the protess
purties themszives 1o 1olie ihetr own corflicrs 1o ke ."ufze::
Since people “own” their conflicis our task 13 not o
solutions. but 1o histen and belp them solve ther ewn 7o
the role of “conflict dociors sather than "jadges
We dehiberately use the concept of mitizasien rather
mediation. It sigmfies a madest indirect approach. pr«:n:iuc.
sed su..dlrz of ar.d for the parigs &
perspecuives. concrele proposals and some tools which can be
parties themsels
It should be emphanzzd thai this 15 donn-to-garih empiricai “1eld
research tather than simulation, pure theory develepment or acikehop
seminars at a comforizble distance. The world 15 zn ongomng laborzton
experiment n conflict mana
visit areas »ith tense confll
must alse be done by scnola.rs.
Why is it uninvited? To secure that the wam i weizily independent and
freedom 1o seck wnteniews with any pariy in

elements of an unbia

and althcugh 1t is not without dznger o
en open violence. this is what we feel

o2
[
ict
1t

unbiased and maintains the freed
any region. This 1s particularly relevant in complea conflicts with more
than Lao pamc» Furthermerzs. the sense of being at »znice - a geodwili
iss100 - 1 hireared and (e likelihcod increases that vanous parties will
see the teams a3 @ natural Third Pany o 21y ¢n.

« 2 TFF studies and missions senve earl. warmnz. prevenive (<itizens
diplomacy. and muln-track diplomacy. Representativ es of governments and
international orgamzations such as the UN certainly perform a ver
important function. 1n many cases of conflict management and peace-
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keering.

Bat they themselves would be the first to zdmut the himnations thes

usually get into 2 conflict when i@ has already bzoome not” and dispizsed
1]

viclence and they cannot ohain a Troader socizial unuﬁr\'znumg from all
lesels or from parties whic " are nol recognized 23 lzgzinmate acters.
Likewise znd with the exception of a few recent centflicts. they cannot get

access o inemal cr)nﬂ:::s nor approach the problems without the pnor
consent of the pariies

NGO expests. indzpendent group
provide helpful insights. precisely because they are informal and do o
represent zny national or intemational power. They can analyse confhicts.
find fzcts and sugges? creative winlence-preventive measures at an earis
stage znd they czn.n principle. get inio any society and dan inteniewing
various actors and feed this into govemmenic. other NGOs, the Unned
Nations and humamtarian orgarizations,

To quote & high-ranking UN official from a consversanion with us: "Tre
UN suli carnot deal with a conflict before 1t hits the front page of the New
York Times. but wour 1ype of crganization can. and we certzindy nee
information directly from the confiict spot.

2r1es and

"
o
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+ 3 Then there 1 the problem of peace-making — nezeuatiens. medation.
confidance-butiding. from the top tas in Genevar and from below :a few
local activities. but generally notr. Our recent field acrk there make:s ¢
abundantly clear that although the UN peacekeepers. UNPROFOR. are in
place in Croatia. there are few change agents whos<e task it 15 o get the
former combatants into a process of reconcihiation. structural change and
peaceful co-exisience.

The UN keeps the peace. but how will futre violence be presented when
the peacekeepers have to withdraw? At present there are no Jocal. regional
or intemnational efforis which aim at peace-burlding defined as changing the
structures and perceptions that lead to war in the first place. On the
contrary. Serbia as well as Craoatia increasingly seem 1o view the UN
deplovment as parnt of their future politico-military designs — semething
that has already spilled over into the Bosnia-Hercegoviman war theatre.

Mitigation teams can make a contribution to peace-making precicel
because they seek 2 broader societal understanding and understand herter
the peace-makinz potential of civil socierv. Again. conflicts like these
belong to all societs. 7ot just decision-making elites.

Peacemaking represznts @ major challenge to the international syvstem in

o
v
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general. The TFF ¢ i the process of producing & repon on peacemaking
possibilities in Croziia with the nelp of Unprofor and the imtematienal

community: 3% seeks ways o circumsent the present stalemate m the
negoliation and reconciliaiien process there.

» 4 Conflicti-muuigation 35 ar open and open-ended process. Tredutional
conflict-resoluben expents and mediziors work with small selected groups.
usuzlly at the top decisicn-making level. They take them 10 fara-« s
pleasant surtourdings and help them deal with their psychological barriers
and successirely leam 1o cooperate and see mutual interests. This s
cenainly needed but o create lasiing results one must devoze considerable
energy in commumts reconciliation i peace from below ) and develop
coherent stratzgies for the implementation of high-level “peace plans

Confhizt-mitigation places the anzlyucal results and policy-onented
proposals ut the dv ro.ui uf everyone i the conflicting 1ol1€0 1€3 who
wanis to listen. We make deliberate wse of mass mediz a5 well a< an
ever-expanding nztaork of persenal contacts, of course predominantly
thosz we have inieniesed

Next. the repons tor executine summaries of them, are placed at the
Sisposal of the Umited Nations. fed into the pamicular bodies that deal with
the sitwation 1 this partictlar country such as various nformation
collecting decks. assistani secretars generals. envoys and relesant UN
missions. The reporis are alsd sent oul to other intemational organizauons.
10 embassies. relerent media. humanitanan erganizations and to the
scholarly community.

Although 1t may sound sen ambitious it 1s imponant © #elp nor onls the
conflicting partic: buz also the international commumr, 10 understand better
the complexities of conflicts and help them aveid the simplifications that
much policy mzhking 1s built on ¢ We must drs something to punish the bud
guys') That wiil inirease the likehihood of avoiding taking steps that are
clearly counterproductive from the point of view of peaceful cenflict-
resotution. The Yugoslas conflicts makes it abundantly clear that such a
need exists within the intemational community.

+ § Where feasible we work with drafts or interim reports whuch the
conflicting parties are tniited fo comment un. Atihe same tume it 1s crucial
that the team. being unbiased as a non-party to the conflict, present its own
creative ways and images of futire <olutions that polanzed parties usually
do not see themselves precisels because they are toched into the confhic..

G
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Yugoslavia Ve shared
appreciation of the

a positive contributicn and, in former Yugoslaviz
note of houpe with olheraise war-depressne p2o

e

« 6 If the circumstanzes and

and the responses <« permal. the goadaill ¢

16 Yead 10 an informai Third Parr, role. In the

been invited oy ra« denelop a set of rules for a future negrliation process,
by help negonate a plan for bringing back Albanian c¢hildren o 1he «chooic,
ic) help facilitatz zn nfonmzl meeung parallel 1o the Geneva process and
id) produce a fina! repent on the Kosove wosue based vpon the comments
and suggestions of about ta ety peaple on both ades,

How to Practise Conflict-Mitigation

Conflict-mingaticn starts oot from boolk Lnowledze znd olaing
understanding of he general backzround. be it histencal. p
economic. psychelogical or anthropological. through intenvizwin
specialiste, jeurpalists er diplomate aith expertise concerning
conflicing parties. Books. however. are oftzn outdated in relation to
contemporary conflict circumstances. the ways they are acted upon during.
let's say, the lact 6-12 menths, Purels academic studies, further. are less
likely 1o reflect the intensities. human dimensions and evernday quahives of
the conflicts

Before departing. enperts in Scandinavia and elczwhere have beer
approached and their suggesticns registered. Next comes the prelirunar;
contact work. This is easier than many would believe at the cutcet. By
means of letters and faxes explaining the purpose of the mission. the first
contacts will soon respond and through colleagues at universities 1who
sometimes are also polincians) doors surprisingly quickls will begin to
open. Soon a few prewnt themszlves as useful local liarsons who under<iand

rey
¢
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the purpose of the ms
There »iil alwazs br.
interviewzd such as
in cultore, 2 a9
he less formal znd 1213 conspicaous but Righly central
after same tims «n the ipst
Mediziors and third-party inte sually emphasize the !r—.pfﬁ
of face-e-fzce communication in th olution and consi
Hoaener, w2 emphasize face-tn-face communicaiton alr eaj;- in ke
analyncal staze. The analyst comr:g - 25 in our case — wih a towziiy
different background must fiten carefully ar all sycieraileveis o a s
13 bewnp ruid ard ko Empathi. 2 L is an impontant guality,
We camn oul ah inaedeprd vileraea for aboug ang o fed four: .
with tape-recsrder ~Lme BLlowith ealh - beu
opposition fzader. POPUEl Mo TEMEN rEprese
adviser. milizan commandzr, humen nghis ads
housewife, penstoned general. tzndmen dissid

Top decisicn-mekers suth as miiisiers
naturally. a necessity for a comprehensive analysis. In former Yugosiavia
we have now e ewed zboat 700 individuals at all levels and walks of
Lfe. Howeser. the point is that conflicts shouid not be arzlysed as f they
belenged only to those 1n poaer and solutions should ret be explersd that
only reflect their vieas,
We are sometimes asked What 1s vour I mathedelogy 7 What s

rers
]

£ern 2l

sour sampling methed? When field work 15 carned out 10w adr zones Crin g
countn 1R - of clase to - warfare, the methodolingy becumes rather muh
determuned b the cirrumitance:. To mamiam amthm_ else would be

untruthful. We usz oar background knowizdge. the haisons and scholariy

colleazues 1n the countrs o idennfy the first set of :nizniewess. thare 18 3
number of persons with whom st is always ymporant i@ speak and with
whom no local faziitators or hosts ar2 needed such as e.g. local new spaper
editors. collzagues to the team members. rc~p=cled nztional figures retired
from politics. lzading pubuical party spokesperson

We deal with vanous circles and haisons. not just ene. in arder to ensure
that a broader sectinn of actors and opimons are presented to us. It is
imperative that the loca: hatsontss of the tezm cannot be 1dennified with one
conflict party or any partizelar interest group. An independent iniellectual.
a research mstitute, or an NGO can perform in that rele. It must
understand fully the 1dza of mitigation and help dentify the bread vanety
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L enmited, wLns

Y
2t oznd

CIFCUM.En s,

Expensrnce
v have in!.en%
the proce:: 'nfmm/" b’. "'“l! It 15 wise at
zhaays ask the question: who acu'd o recommen
side and from the oppositicnsthe other conflictin
necessary 1o e flevitle — getting acies o concretz indi

their physical presencz. ume and athngness One <Gould net ignore the
fact that sometimes it y1elds more vesful informatien toonteniew a deputy
chairmian of & politizal party then the chairman; the first mas have mare
ume and dzre revez, for inczncs, that there are fractions m th
Also. meeting under less fomnal circurnsiances. far mnsterze ha
together ata tafé, 15 often more productioe ‘Lhan meeting 1n an ~ffice

One abwlutely essential precondiziun 1 ger peopie azert an mnier v
and feel relared s to get through — oralls. in anung or bath - to the
person with five mecsages: What i< the TFF? What 1s the team s purpase?
Why is the inteniewee essentizl” What il be the focus of the taik? What
will come cut of 11 ~ 2 g2 repon” Shon profescional lettars. brochures and
the hike are the sine qua non of reaching bus, people

We deliberately taice for grenmted dunng the mtenview <eserns that the
person. simply put. prefers paace o war - knowing well. of course. that
that 1s not alway s the case. One set of standard que:nsns re.ol.¢ arownd the
1ssue. What do sou see ai posable soluttons® Like mamy others we have
experienced that the majority of actors look only at vesterday and todas but
seem incapable of looking at tomorrow and almest all conflicting parties
are more wiliing 1o talk about the other” than about themezlves and think
negatively rather than constructivels Thus. conflicts are locked or frozen

rather than opened and snl 2d.

The intervies ituahion itself is structured 1o imvite the persors o refiedt
on alternati.e warns of acting and dentifring common lonzierm interess.
We therefore alway< ask questions such as: What would you on vour side
have done differently when taday vou look back upon the pmcess that lead
to the present conflictsa2r” and How do you think the other siderss
perceivels) your behaviour? or What should a proposal from the ather

J
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2. You kzve nua
g 1o zchienv e them”
has wmed st e be posubiz rozer dlue
per:orality uf the wiereses. With high-ranking Zziraen-makers
usefol to explire what shaped personal valies and periepiions. ¢
particular feehing of guiit or hale has taken rocts and when and %
she decided 1o joun painics,

Obviously. ae guarantes al} interviewed parties anor.ri. their vizas
will not be presented in a manner making i possible to ref2r them 1o &ny
panticular actar. but they will be inzgrated into the analy 2

The TFF conflict-matigation team daes not arrive with an, pre-corcer.d
tdea as e what could or choutd bz the ootuticn There ko madel” anly &
general methedelopy, a conciderable packgreund knowledge and the
combinatiun of the team & compeiznies.

Apant from these types of mmeniewsees we avtempt o ndersiand i
soctety After all s the Gnzens who mudt leam o ive with conficts or
solutions Wheareas much conflict medsnien remain- pohitical, we iy 1w
assess ahat role features such zs energy. anfrastruiture. economic
development. transpent. education or the media play in the confhct and for
the process of change wards settlement.

It must be emphasized - repeatedly ~ that indviduad cruzens and groupe.
maosements and vart s orzanzaton: dev kave creatt.e wdeas talthough
perhape considered unrealistic by formal decicon-makere: and they are
usually not influenced by the cpuon of taking 10 violence énd represcion as
are for indance. imphontly, govemment representatines. Neither do they
have the szme persanal power invested. We hepe o caich this energy
because we interview g hroad <election

The wnterviev s and jomentmes (onversIiions aith cur tedrt cdh serie s a
first exe-opencr. a -atabist o the inter.ewee. The method uced permiic
each of them to recogmize something about him- or herself and since &
mitigation effort hike this will almost always be Inoked upon a< & zeodsll
mission the conflicting parties will take a serious look at the proposals we
present later in reposts and diccuss them with us.

Immediately upon return. the matenals are unalysed and sastematized.
We produce a report and someumes an wnterim repnri and or an execulne
summanry of just S pages or so that reaches key decision.makers for instance
in the UN system. In the case of Kosovo the TFF has worked with groups
of scholars. politicians and media people on hoth ides who were asked te
give their views on an interim report.

£
i
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10

The reports will offer three things: analyses of the conflicts, a series of
short- and lorg-term proposals and a manual of conflict-resolution
principles and tools, adapted to the particular actors.

Our mission will not re-write the official history or background to the
conflict but, rather, bring together the human expressions of all these
different people's perceptions and participation in conflicts, their conflicts.
Conflicts do not exist independent of human beings and they do not exist
only between them but also within human beings. It is extremely important,
therefore, to let interviewees speak about their own lives as they relate to
the conflicts.

Such features arc spelled out in the report that will also reflect the
multitude of opinions and approaches. By means of anonyinous quotations
and descriptions of attitudes it will communicate important facts to all
concerned that have not or could not he articulated. 1t serves, thus, as a
newtral messenger between parties who perhaps have no contacts but
basically speak had about each other.

Dissemination of the report through the media in the conflict area is of
particular importance. In Yugoslavia we did this through the international
press centre, and dircct contacts with joumalists and columnists of lcading
dailies, radio and TV stations, Our experience is that this has a positive
effect on the preparcdness and attention of citizens as well as high-ranking
decision-makers to deal constructively with resolution and not just
articulating their grievances. This applies to the early stages of the
mission's work in a conflict area and serves also the purpose of making the
mission known locally. In later stages, however, where direct consulting,
mitigation or mediation possibilities, mass media attention is almost always
directly counterproductive.

To offer an example, our report which has also been translated to
Serbo-Croatic suggested the deploymert of UN troops as buffers around the
Serbian majority areas in Croatia at a time (October 1991) when the
international community was of the opinion that the United Nations still
could not be cngaged in what was considered internal affairs of a member
statc and neither Serbia nor Croatia would accept the UN. We have no
concrete evidence that the report influenced high-level decision-makers, but
after our presentation of the report in both republics both parties began to
advocate UN deployment.

Presentation of the report in involved countries and to relevant
international organizations is another very important task. TFF reports on
Yugoslavia reach selected members of the diplomatic community and

11
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11

mediators in the International Conference on the Former Yugoslavia
(ICFY) and thc UN: they reach various media in Yugoslavia and the Nordic
countries. Likewise, they get to humanitarian agencies and conflict-
resolution specialists and networks. We have found it particularly important
to help educate tne genei=! public in order to balance media reporting
which often focusses on war and violence rather than on possibilities for
resolution and longterm peace and stability. Thus, 3-4000 reports and
books have been sold and distributed over the last couple of years.

To secure that the results are made available to anyone concerned the
report must be written and presented in a way that can reach a broad
audience. Also it must have an executive summary directed at busy
decision-makers and media people. However, because it also contains a
larger analysis and some conflict-resolution tools it permits decision-
makers or others to seek our expertise for direct third-party mediation,
participation in conflict-resolution seminars or whatever, should they so
wish.

Because of the TFF's work in former Yugoslavia, we have been asked by
various actors in severa) of the republics/states such as parties, research
institutes, popular movements and others to participate with lectures, to
serve as advisers for the establishment of an inter-ethnic study centre, to set
up workshops on reconciliation, to participate in an international NGO
project for peace etc. TFF has served as an informal Third Party between
the federal govemment of Milan Panic in Belgrade and the leadership in
Kosovo and is an informal adviser to the Kosovo-Albanian leadership.
During 1993 it has devoted its resources to the conflict between Croats and
Serbs in Crotia and the role of the United Nations, engaging also in shuttle
diplomacy and planning of mediation/consultations between the parties.

The ideal conflict-mitigation team consists of one who is a scholarly
expert in the country or region, one psychologist. one conflict-resolution
expert, one international lawyer, one retired diplomat, a writer or jour-
nalist, an assistant-cum-interpreter, i.e., seven persons, perhaps supple-
miented with special expertise relevant for the particular circumstances.

Since it can sometimes be difficult for practical and budgetary reasons to
put together such an ideal team it is possible to carry through the field trip
with only parts of the group if the planning is excellent, competence and
knowledge shared effectively and all the team members contribute to the
writing of the report.
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TFF perceives this activity as part of a larger commitment. This is the
stages we work with:

« literature studies and reliance or other experts;

+ interviews and analysis

« dialogue and conversation over time with key individuals, leading to:

+ confidence-building with each actor

« within the system as a whole

+ discussion of alternatives to the use of violence

+ smaller tasks, such as carrying messages between certain parties

+ advisory tasks, developing concepts and principles to be used by the
parties

+ shuttle diplomacy, sounding out positions and reporting them fairly to all

+ indirect dialogues through third parties

+ presenting parties to a conflict with a mitigation agenda and principles

+ getting selected parties into a direct dialogue/mediation around the same
table

+ helping them through implementation upon retuming

+ educating people themselves through courses aid workshops to handle
their own conflicts towards peace-building

» getting out  he right time.

This is what can be done with the parties, on the spot. Below follows some

other tasks to be performed vis-a-vis other actors:

+ analysing what other conflict-mitigators/mediators do and develop
alternatives and niches they do not cover;

+ informing various UN bodies and, in this case, the Geneva negotiators;

+ informing media, humanitarian organizations, popular movements etc.;

» informing the scholarly and more action-oriented community;

» influencing public opinion and decision-makers in our own countries;

+ assisting those who handle the consequences of the conflicts here — such

as immigration authorities, local community, and others (such as

journalists) who seek information about the trouble spot.



Conflict-Mitigation Principles

We believe that conflict-resolution and -mitigation is a craft as well as an
art. The principles we adhere 1o in our own work and try to help others
learn are, among others:

« Conflict-mitigation means helping others solve their problems, not
imposing our solutions.

« Conflicts in and of themselves are positive, a precondition for pluralism,
growth and freedom of the mind. Only some ways we choose to handle
conflicts are bad.

« It is more important to determine what a confiict is about than who is the
guilty. Even if the spotted guilty disappeared, the problem would often
still be there. Chasing the guilty means revenge or tit-for-tat and
propels actors further away from a solution.

« [i is nccessary to get to the roots of the conflict and let off steam. But
only constructive views of a common future - not quarrels about the past
- inspire viable solutions.

« To solve a conflict, the parties must perceive it in new ways, think in
new ways and start acting in new ways. Verbal commitment is not
enough.

« Identifying interests is more important than locking oneself up in a
position.

« Keeping alternatives open is a safe way. Blocking communicating and
stereotyping others is a recipe for locking the conflict.

« Procedures, negotiations and the solutions must be based on objective
standards applying to all sides.

+ There is usually your truth, their truth and a larger truth — and people
know it.

+ Means are goals-in-the-making. Good goals cannot be achieved through
bad means.

« There is our side and their side and the relationship. Taking steps to
harm or humiliate the other is counterproductive and not in our interest.
Taking steps that help us and don’t harm the relationship is wiser.

« It is wise to develop one's own strategy, stick to it and propagate it,
inviting the other to do the same. Just reciprocating or re-acting to the
other is dangerous. Imitating the wrongdoer makes our deeds wrong. An
eye-for-an-eye will one day make the whole world blind.

« Conflicts not only split people, they also unite them. Opponents may

disagree on everything, but they share the judgment that what their

1,
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couflict is about is important to them. That is the key to peace:
recognizing that there is a common problem to be solved. Peace and
conflict-resolution, therefore, does not imply that we give in and act as
nice guys or girls, or accept being bullied around by the tough ones.
Power is not to punish or kill, but to achieve one's own goals together
with others, without harming them and without hindering them from
realizing theirs.

Violence - be it physical, psychological, direct or built into a system — is
a proof of incompetence and powerlessness in the face of conflicts.
Violence never solves a conflict; it breeds aggression and violence.
Problems solved by violence always reappear later.

To solve a conflict implies voluntary agreement on how to achieve a
future better for each and the relationship. A good solution does not
appoint a winner and a loser. It transforms the issue, the perceptions,
attitudes and the behaviour of the patties.

A good solution can also consist in agreeing to disagree and why and
separate from each other in a civilized manner, minimizing pain on all
sides.

Mitigators do not take sides among parties, like a doctor does not scold a
disease carrie? or patient. Mitigators are "conflict doctors” who help the

patients to recover from the disease and prevent relapses. Mitigation is
urgent care and prevention in one. We take a stand against violence and
other kinds of ineffective attempts to solve conflicts.

Further information from:

Transnational Foundation for Peace and Future Research (TFF)
Vegagatan 25

S-222 57 Lund, Sweden

Phone: +46-46-145909; Fax +46-46-144512

Three related reports:

After Yugoslavia — What?

Preventing Violence and Waur in Kosovo
Yugoslavia - A Conflict Management Crisis
(The reports can be ordered from TFF.)
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