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The Role of Civil Society in the Prevention of Armed Conflict

An integrated programme of research, discussion and network building


Note on using the ‘Living Document’ in regional meetings
 (11 November 2003 – Catherine Barnes)

I.  Purpose of the Living Document

The overall goals of the global CSP programme are to:
· Explore fully the role of civil society in conflict prevention and peacebuilding;

· Improve interaction between civil society groups, the UN, regional organisations and governments;

· Strengthen regional and international networking between conflict prevention actors;

· Promote the development of conflict prevention theory and practice; and
· Integrate regional experience into an International Action Agenda for Conflict Prevention.
The Living Document presents a framework of themes that can be used to explore the substantive challenges connected to these goals. Its purpose is to provide a structure interlinking the various research projects and discussions that will take place throughout the world in regional and international forums. The Living Document provides an initial map of the complex array of issues, roles and dilemmas facing civil society organisations (CSOs) seeking to prevent violent conflict. Under each of the thematic headings are a number of questions intended to stimulate thinking. The themes and the questions are not comprehensive; everyone who engages with the project is encouraged to add their own topics and the questions that are most relevant to them. 
Through the regional and global processes we need to identify the most important challenges and guiding principles to address them. By sharing experiences, we can be inspired by what has been learned thus far and develop ideas for effective strategies, policies and practices.  We should also aim to develop a set of ‘core messages’ that can be incorporated into the International Action Agenda for addressing these challenges in the coming decade. The Living Document can be used as a framework to develop these ideas and to feed them into the global process.
( To assist with the process of using the Living Document, a one-page ‘at-a-glance’ summary of the five cross-cutting themes has been developed along with this note. 
II.  Using the Living Document in conferences, seminars and working groups
The Living Document can be used as a substantive starting point for discussion in facilitated working groups in the regional and international meetings. The following notes describe some of the ways it could be used for stimulating ‘action research’ in within such a meeting.
1.  If logistically possible, it would be valuable to disseminate the Living Document in advance of the meeting and encourage participants to read the sections most relevant to their interests. It could be useful to develop a companion memo that identifies issues / experiences / mechanisms connected to each theme that are relevant to the regional or national context of the meeting. This may help provide a common basis for discussion amongst all the participants. Depending on language / translation capacities, each participant can also be given the one page summary of the Living Document to help them keep the themes in focus.
2.  To start the process, key resource people could be asked to prepare papers / presentations on each of the themes. They could provide a structured introduction and direct participant’s thoughts to some of the key issues of relevance in their context. They should be asked to focus on identifying the key challenges and guiding principles to address them.
3.  Depending on the number of participants, the amount of time, and the local context, a series of workshops can be organised to explore the themes. These can be either concurrent (different workshops, each focusing on a different theme, take place simultaneously with participants divided between the topics) or consecutive (each participant moves through a series of workshops addressing each topic in sequence). It is likely that the best results will emerge if the participants are able to devote at least a day in the working group. This will provide sufficient time to identify and explore the issues thoroughly and share stories about their experiences related to those themes, as well as formulate conclusions and recommendations.

4.  It is important to have competent and committed facilitators and rapporteurs assigned to each working group, preferably in advance of the meeting (or a team that can be drawn upon and assigned to working groups as they are formed). The facilitators should give careful attention to structuring the workshop format and, especially if there are no formal presentations on the topic, to introducing the themes and suggesting some links with topics relevant in the local context.
· The facilitator will, hopefully, be responsible for ensuring the smooth running of the group’s work, eliciting inputs from all participants and helping to ensure the process is brought to a coherent conclusion by summarising points of agreement or main disagreement and any key messages or recommendations. 

· The role of the rapporteur is, perhaps, almost more important and challenging. They will need to commit to writing up the discussion in sufficient detail that it can be understood and useful not only to participants in the meeting but also to the wider global programme. Note: if possible, it might help to have computers on site so that the rapporteurs can prepare their working group reports during the meeting so that they can be distributed there. Most importantly, this can help to prevent the possibility that the report is not written or is drafted so long after the event that the important discussion points have faded from memory!

5.  The principle task of the working groups is to identify:

· Specific key challenges or dilemmas connected to the theme; 
· Specific principles to guide action;
· Recommendations (in particular, for ways to address challenges – particularly in connection to useful policies and practices that can be undertaken by specific groups); and
· Case studies and examples 

When discussing the themes, participants should be encouraged to root their discussions in their experience through such questions as: what have you done?; what do you wish you had been able to do?; what could have enabled you to act more effectively?; how did you address challenges?; what are your learning points?
6.  There are many ways to structure a working group discussion; this is one way: At the start of the working group, the facilitator can ask each participant, based on their experience, to identify the one or two topics or questions that he or she would like the group to address. These could be issues raised in the Living Document or new topics. Each of these suggestions should be noted on flip chart paper. This will generate a list of topics that can then be mapped and grouped under a series of thematic headings for systematic discussion in the time available to the working group. The facilitator may want to agree a schedule for use of time available assigned to each of these themes identified by the group – e.g., one hour per theme. If the working group is large (e.g., over ten people) and there appear to be natural divisions in the interests of group members, the group should consider sub-dividing so that there is more focus to the discussions on specific themes. This process of ‘getting started’ can take some time, depending on the number of people in the group and how well they know each other.

7.  Each group should aim to concentrate on the only most important challenges (e.g., three or four) and aim to develop ideas for strategies and principles to address them. They can also aim to articulate core messages about these topics, so they can be conveyed as memorable points from the meeting. 
8.  The conclusions of these working groups can then be presented in the plenary meetings and, if appropriate, further discussed for the development of regional action agendas. The regional initiator should arrange for the rapporteur’s notes (and any other materials from the working groups) to be compiled in a meeting report. This report can become a publication for use in the region. Crucially, this report will be the main method to ensure that these discussions can feed into the global process and ensure that the participants’ voices influence the International Action Agenda. 

9.  It will be very helpful for the working group report to describe some of the anecdotes / examples given by participants and their learning points. These stories can then be included as examples in other publications and, in particular, might be further developed for inclusion in the People Building Peace book.

III. Thoughts on challenges for working with each theme and discussion objectives.
Each of the cross-cutting themes deals with a very different arena of concerns connected to the role of civil society in preventing armed conflict (and creating a just peace!). This section makes suggestions to organisers and facilitators for maintaining the focus of discussion and the possible outcomes they can work towards achieving in the group in connection to this theme.
1. “What can civil society actors do to prevent armed conflict and create just societies?: actors and issues at different stages in the conflict cycle.”  Given the huge range of actors and issues and ways of working at different points in the development of a conflict, this theme can very easily become unmanageable in a working group discussion. It is, therefore, crucial to focus it to achieve outcomes most appropriate for the context. 
· Especially in regions / countries where CSOs tend to be isolated and have few opportunities to become aware of each other’s activities, one of the aims for this theme can be to ensure that participants develop an awareness of all the different categories of actors and their potential contributions to conflict prevention. The working group can then focus on mapping these issues and actors, possibly using the matrix provided. This map can be used to communicate the ways in which everyone can play a role in conflict prevention. This can also be a way to address the ‘mandate question’ – particularly in areas where governments question the appropriateness of CSO involvement.
· In meetings where most participants are generally aware of these different actors and roles, it may be more appropriate to choose a selective focus based on a set of key challenges facing CSOs in that context and learning points for how people are addressing them.
Groups working on these themes can aim to generate key messages about the roles of CSOs that can be communicated to wider audiences.

2. “Strategies and mobilizing for effective action”: This is a theme with considerable relevance for generating recommendations for new strategies, networks and policy recommendations. Depending on the size of the group and their experience as practitioners, it may be helpful to form several different working groups to deal with the most crucial sub-themes. (This could be initiated with a brainstorming session to generate ideas for the most important focal points and then decide the topics; alternately, these could be chosen in advance by the organisers.) The objectives for this topic should be both to analyse key problems and also – most crucially – to develop strategies / strategic principles to address them!
3. “Ethics of practice: legitimacy, accountability, efficacy and codes of conduct”: This is a theme to grapple with the difficult – and often painful – dilemmas encountered while working in this field. Discussion is, however, necessary if the field is to grow in strength and effectiveness. It is also important that CSOs are able to respond to the questions and challenges raised by governments and IGOs about their legitimacy and accountability. As in the other themes, groups will want to select a few key topics and focus on them. The group can aim (or begin) to develop a framework of ethical principles to guide thinking on these dilemmas.
4. “Resources and capacity building: creating the social infrastructure for prevention”: This is a theme that deals with very practical issues but ones that are crucial for effectiveness. In addition to identifying the main needs / problems (which will probably be pretty easy for most participants!), group members can share stories about how they have been able to address them effectively. There should also be a focus on how to develop effective systems for addressing these challenges. The aim for this group can be to generate recommendations and examples of good practice. 
5. “Interaction: coherence in CSO, government and IGO engagement”:  This theme addresses topics of particular concern for the conference at UN Headquarters in July 2005. The working group should provide a valuable opportunity for learning about these issues and considering the dynamics in their region. Because there are a number of technical matters connected to existing arrangements, policies and mechanisms, it may be helpful to ensure that there are knowledgeable resource people – possibly from relevant IGOs – to give presentations and / or participate in the working group. Participants should analyse the challenges with the aim of making recommendations for policies and practices to enhance coherence.
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