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» Despite different backgrounds and opinions, the conflict resolution
communities in the USA and Europe share many common visions.

» Transatlantic differences on how to deal with conflict resolution in
classic developing countries are not substantial. But as soon as
countries like Iran, Iraq, or the issue of terrorism are involved, public
discussions in Europe and the USA take place on a different level
with much more controversy.

» Different mindsets shape the foreign policies on both sides of the
Atlantic that go well beyond recent discrepancies with regard to Iraq.
These stem principally from differences in history, culture, and size.

* Current opinion in the US disapproves of overly militarized, unilateral
approaches to problems in foreign affairs. This allows a window of
opportunity for conflict resolution experts to promote their concepts
both to policymakers and the public.

* Transatlantic dialogues and strategies on conflict resolution can
foster creative initiatives with short and long-term perspectives.

At a time when opinion polls in the USA show that most people believe the
invasion of Iraq to have been a mistake, and when US policies related to the “war
on terror” have become major topics for debate in the presidential campaign, the
Friedrich Ebert Foundation and the Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution
of George Mason University hosted an international workshop in Washington DC
entitled

“Partnering for Peace: Transatlantic Concepts for Conflict Resolution in
Public Policy”

From October 14" to 17™, 2007 experts from the United States and Europe came
together to discuss different concepts in conflict resolution in international
relations.” It was, surprisingly, the first meeting of its kind.

Conflict resolution has been the subject of research as well as of applied policies
on both sides of the Atlantic for many years. As a result of recent transatlantic
friction in foreign policy, however, few recent exchanges of ideas have taken
place, and each side has ignored interesting, potentially useful approaches
offered by the other. As the conference showed, there are more commonalities
on this issue than previously expected, at least among members of the conflict
resolution community.

! Some experts prefer to differentiate between the terms ,conflict resolution“and ,conflict transformation®.
However, in this paper the term “conflict resolution” covers both aspects.



The discussions covered a wide range of topics but focused mainly on how to
better integrate conflict resolution, defined first and foremost as a non-military
approach to transnational conflicts, into public policy.

1. There are many commonalities between USA and Europe with regard to
conflict resolution.

Experts in the US and in Europe share the same or at least similar visions with
regards to the principles of conflict resolution:

To begin with, conflict resolution should be of a civilian nature, and military
actions should only be taken as a last resort. “The fist has proven unsuccessful.
The open hand is needed.”

Second, there is mutual agreement that every conflict is unique and demands its
own tailored approach. Understanding the root causes of the conflict, identifying
its systemic causes and current drivers, and developing mutually agreed options
for peacebuilding are crucial elements of effective conflict resolution.

Moreover, Western models of democracy are not templates than can be easily
transferred to other countries. Undue pressure to hold early elections, for
example, can result in new violent conflicts if some groups are not ready to
accept the outcome. Democracy only works if substantial progress in resolving
serious social conflicts has produced widespread understanding and acceptance
of common political and legal norms.

In divided societies it is of utmost importance to rebuild trust and create a sense
of community and identity. However, the task of building a common identity in
plural and multi-ethnic societies can lead to increasing rivalries and polarization.
More promising approaches concentrate on strengthening consensus-building,
communication, and negotiation skills among leaders of the main political
movements in countries in conflict, and developing flexible models of political
order designed to satisfy people’s basic needs for identity and autonomy. *

Conflict resolution efforts may be fatally compromised if the “third party”
facilitating negotiations or dialogues between the parties in conflict is a Great
Power with its own stake in the conflict. Governments need to be convinced of
the utility of permitting expert facilitators, supported by independent NGOs and
international organizations and trusted by the conflicting parties, to function as
non-partisan peacemakers in serious conflict situations.

A peace process should include all stakeholders to the extent that this is
possible. People in conflict-ridden societies need to have their say in order to
resolve conflicts in a sustainable way and create stability. Partners on the ground

2 The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholarg/ashington DC has developed specific
training initiatives on this issue.



have to develop their own visions, and “unintended patronizing” is to be avoided.
On the other hand, groups who are the potential losers of a peace agreement
can block progress and become the so-called “spoilers™. Whereas outsiders
view groups that are unwilling to compromise as “spoilers”, these groups
perceive themselves as “last of the faithful” to their cause. In order to minimize
damage and to promote peace, how and when to involve these groups has to be
meticulously examined.

2. The USA and Europe face similar problems when it comes to
implementation.

2.1 Coordination

There is agreement that if governments are to be involved in effective conflict
resolution, this requires a coherent holistic approach. For example, if a country
plays a mediator role in peace negotiations and concurrently sells arms to a party
to the conflict, this is not only counter-productive, but destroys its credibility as a
negotiator. As a consequence, inter-ministerial coordination based on a broad
and common understanding of the applied concept of security is essential.
Several countries have tried to improve coherence and coordination in different
ways:

The German Government set up an inter-ministerial and cabinet approved
“Action Plan on Civilian Crisis Prevention, Conflict Resolution and Post-Conflict
Peacebuilding” which defines responsibilities as well as specific short-term and
long-term actions. An inter-ministerial group regularly meets to monitor progress,
and from time to time also includes non-state actors.

Along the same lines, the United Kingdom established conflict prevention finance
pools funded from different ministerial budgets and thus forced the respective
ministries to reach joint decisions.

The US Government, likewise, created the Office of the Coordinator for
Reconstruction and Stabilization at the State Department, precisely in order to
bridge an existing gulf between USAID, the State Department, the Department of
Defense, the CIA, and the White House, and to coordinate complex operations.

Despite these efforts, rivalries between ministries and agencies still exist or even
prevail, sometimes hindering any comprehensive solution. Experience shows
that the more attention a conflicted country such as Afghanistan, Iraq, or Iran
gains on the political stage, the more likely the roles and responsibilities of the
different government agencies become blurred. This agency overlap can result in
“turf wars”.

® The appropriateness of the term was questi@sstistigmatizes certain groups



2.2 Early Warning

Rwanda was a wake up call in 1994 for the development and foreign policy
community: Why did we fail in preventing genocide?

There is no doubt among experts that the starting point for any effective conflict
resolution is an early warning system that should translate into early action.
Even though many countries and agencies have already established early
warning mechanisms, they are still confronted with several problems. These
include first evaluating the relevant information, then channeling it to the
decision-makers, and finally defining the right actions. As long as no automatic
system bridges the gap between warning and response, there is a great risk of
losing or ignoring information. In addition, each country, and in some cases each
government agency, prefers to have its own system and is hesitant to share
information, thus hindering any coordinated process. In general, early warning
has not realized its promise. However, there was common agreement that in the
end it all depends on the willingness of the upper political echelons to be
proactive and thus prevent conflict.

2.3 Media

The CNN-effect on public policy making clearly illustrates the power of the media
in conflicts. The role of media in conflict resolution has two sides. First, it
provides the public with relevant news and raises awareness of conflicts.
Second, it often focuses more on “exciting” military action than on “boring” peace
processes. This can feed conflicts rather than contribute to solving them. Some
governments and international organizations have tried to tackle the problem by
establishing media monitoring institutions, as well as codes of ethics for
journalists; however, quick results cannot be expected.

There is further agreement that putting on a “conflict lens” is a prerequisite for
sustainable conflict resolution. Mainstreaming conflict sensitivity at all levels of
foreign policy can avoid negative impacts that aggravate a conflict and, at the
same time, strengthen positive influences that promote peace. Most progress
has been made in the field of development policy, partly encouraged by jointly
approved OECD-guidelines. (In the US Agency for International Development,
the Office for Conflict Management and Mitigation plays an increasingly important
role.) By now, almost every national and international development agency has
introduced conflict prevention and resolution guidelines and participates in an
international dialogue on the issue, while other areas of international affairs still
lack the same amount of mainstreaming and training. As a consequence, the
people who are the most likely to have access to key stakeholders in a conflict
situation are usually not specifically trained, whereas the conflict resolution
experts often do not have easy access to the key stakeholders.



2.4 Non-State Actors

Lastly, neither the US nor the European countries have so far developed
adequate strategies and principles regarding interaction with non-state armed
groups, despite the fact that the number of these groups has risen since the end
of the Cold War. Any kind of involvement with these groups during a conflict
resolution or peace process should be carefully considered. However, in recent
years the increasing focus on the fight against terrorism has made any
engagement with non-state armed groups a particularly sensitive issue since
they are, often undeservedly, branded “terrorists” — i.e., groups with whom it is
impossible to deal on any basis other than military confrontation. Unfortunately,
no general principles governing relations with such groups exist or are embedded
in an overall foreign policy approach. Conflicts in the 21% century will, in most
cases, involve non-state actors. The US and the EU have primarily concentrated
on issuing official lists which label certain groups and people as terrorists, thus
making any active dialogue with them illegal.

Another challenge for the transatlantic partners is the evaluation of conflict
resolution efforts. How do we measure short and long term successes or
failures? The evaluation issue is now beginning to be recognized both by
theorists and practitioners, but a great deal of work remains to be done.

3. There are still considerable differences in US and European approaches
to international conflict resolution.

Different mindsets shape foreign policy on both sides of the Atlantic. These
differing perspectives extend well beyond current disagreements on Iraq. They
are rooted in history and stem from different cultures and even relative size. Is
the US more pragmatic and are European countries more principled?

The US, as a superpower, undeniably has specific political and economic
interests that influence its foreign policies. In other words, the US is strongly
interested in having a say in all major international issues in order to secure its
strategic position, to maintain access to energy resources, and to fight terrorism.
Military hegemony makes the US less reliant on allies and multilateral
frameworks. In cases where the US has been an exacerbating factor or party to
conflict, its credibility as a mediator can be called into question.

By contrast, small and medium sized European countries usually design their
foreign policies within multilateral frameworks like the EU or the UN, making
compromises and dealing with cumbersome procedures. This is especially true
in the case of conflict resolution, where a multilateral approach is not only seen
as more effective but as a guarantee of checks and balances which prevent the
unrestrained pursuit of single national interests. The EU itself is capable of
acting like a Great Power, with all the disadvantages for conflict resolution that



this implies. Nevertheless, on the whole, Europe is generally less skeptical of
multilateral institutions than the United States.

Another transatlantic difference involves the role of the military in conflict
situations. The US military has been deployed frequently in combat operations
whereas NATO forces have been deployed more rarely, and the German military,
to take one example, has generally deployed in a civil-military peacebuilding
capacity. The German reluctance to engage in unilateral combat operations is
largely due to the restrictions posed by public opinion and historical memory.

As the number of military interventions in conflict situations increases, so too
does the frequency of civilian and military interaction. The increasing complexity
of the mandates of peacekeeping missions, which range from peacekeeping to
state building, is blurring the lines between civilian and military endeavors.

Civilian-military relations remain tense in most countries although the level of
friction differs. Aid agencies and experts in the USA have observed the increase
in civilian and aid funds managed by the Department of Defense with suspicion.
However, civilian-military cooperation is generally a necessity on the ground.
Outliers in the civil-military dichotomy are private military contractors, which are
classified neither as military nor as civilian actors. In Europe, and especially in
Germany, the civil-military discourse focuses mainly on principles for dividing
civilian and military responsibilities and how to maintain an appropriate distance
on the ground. There is a procedural continuum for handing over control from
the military to the civilian leadership.

4. How can conflict resolution approaches be better incorporated into
foreign policies?

First, there are windows of opportunity that have to be recognized and utilized.
After the failures in Iraq, many American politicians are looking for alternatives for
managing international affairs. Current public opinion shows an anti-war
sentiment. With the end of the Bush administration at hand and a presidential
election in 2008, it is a good time to introduce new concepts and approaches.

A good example of a new approach is the genesis of the German “Action Plan on
Civilian Crisis Prevention” which was initially advocated by pacifist movements
who strongly opposed the military engagement in Kosovo and Afghanistan.

Second, national governments must internalize elements of conflict resolution in
government structures. Internalizing conflict resolution strategies requires a
constant dialogue with the administration as well as with parliamentarians.
Accordingly, to expand their influence, more conflict resolution experts will have
to leave their ivory tower and be ready to “sell” their expertise. At the same time,
conflict resolution professionals must develop clearer standards to guide them in
determining when working closely with governments is likely to produce creative



solutions in the interests of parties in conflict, and when it represents an attempt
to use their skills to advance narrow national interests.

There was common agreement that a good starting point for influencing
governments would be to offer comprehensive trainings for diplomats in conflict
resolution skills.

A communication strategy for the interested public is also of considerable
importance, since politicians largely depend on public opinion. Such a strategy
should focus both on success stories and on lessons learned and, in practical
terms, consist of a media discourse, handouts and papers.

Moreover, close cooperation between governmental and non-governmental
organizations that work in the fields of human rights, development cooperation,
and conflict resolution can create a productive exchange, promote common
strategies and raise public awareness. The approach being taken in Germany
could provide a good model. First, NGOs were invited to join the elaboration of
the “Action Plan on Civil Crisis Prevention”. Second, a “Working Group on
Development and Peace”, consisting of both state and non-state actors,
organizes regular roundtables on conflict resolution issues. Despite different
approaches, both groups can benefit from each other in terms of outreach and
communication. The United Kingdom and the Netherlands have had similar
experiences.

There was generall consent that this is an opportune time to initiate a
transatlantic dialogue on conflict resolution on the political level. Arranging
meetings between small interested delegations of US and European politicians
who address this issue would be a good starting point for future transatlantic
cooperation.

Further ideas for raising the profile of conflict resolution were raised, including
creating an international platform, organizing regular meetings with
parliamentarians, launching an audit of conflict resolution effectiveness in the
government, and organizing symbolic events with high publicity value.

Topics for future discussions and follow-up workshops might include the role of
multilateral frameworks and how to define and design them, as well as a more
detailed discussion of methods of analyzing and resolving specific conflicts. The
conference concluded with an agreement among all participants to remain in
contact and work for further exchanges of ideas and information between conflict
resolution specialists on both sides of the Atlantic.
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