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NEGOTIATING DISARMAMENT: STRATEGIES FOR 
TACKLING SECURITY ISSUES IN PEACE PROCESSES

‘Negotiating Disarmament’ explores issues surrounding 
the planning, timing and techniques of a range of 
security issues, including violence reduction, weapons 
control, disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration 
activities, and justice and security sector transformation, 
in the processes of peacemaking—negotiations, agree­
ments and implementation strategies. Through expert 
meetings, specific peace process reviews, perception 
studies, interviews and analysing experiences over 
the last two decades, as well as drawing upon the HD 
Centre’s own operational engagements, it aims to:

•	 provide practical and accessible guidance on a 
range of security issues to those actively engaged in 
peacemaking, including mediators, government 
officials, armed groups, donors, civil society and 
UN officials; 

•	 demystify concerns by identifying strategies, trends 
and lessons over time; 

•	 identify and describe common obstacles faced in 
addressing security issues in peace processes, and 
suggest ways these may be tackled; and 

•	 contribute to the generation of analysis and the 
building of linkages within the violence reduction 
and prevention, peacemaking, peacebuilding, 
conflict resolution, and arms control communities.

The project is supported by the Governments of 
Canada, Norway and Switzerland. For more informa­
tion, go to www.hdcentre.org
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Those around the peace negotiating table are 
charged with several responsibilities. Chief 
among these is to bring an end to or at least 

significantly reduce the incidence of violence, in the 
short and long term. Yet negotiating security issues is 
an eminently political endeavor, and a hornet’s nest 
of symbolism and tactics. It is now clear that security 
concerns cannot be sidestepped or relegated to low 
priority in peace processes, and that representatives 
of warring parties and those assisting dialogue face 
multiple pressures on which substantive agreement 
must be reached, including the transformation of  
security and justice systems; establishing control of 
the vast quantities of weapons in circulation; address­
ing the needs of those traumatised and disabled by 
armed violence; and the disarmament, demobilisation 
and reintegration (DDR) of fighting forces. 

This second volume of Viewpoints: Reflections on 
Guns, Fighters and Armed Violence in Peace Processes 
brings together a rich collection of voices and experi­
ences on security issues in peace processes, with the 
aim of contributing to the various debates and discus­
sions around these difficult subjects. As a companion 
to the first volume of March 2008, this edition of 
Viewpoints collects a unique set of insights on security 
issues drawing upon the individual experiences of 
those involved in peace processes. From the perspec­
tive of representatives of warring parties, Vera Grabe, 
a leading member for sixteen years of the Colombian 
guerrilla group Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-19), describes 
that organisation’s gravitation towards non-violence 

and demobilisation. From the perspective of thematic 
advisers to peace processes, Anton Barré shares his 
views and recent experience as DDR adviser over the 
course of the negotiations to bring an end to the long 
running war in northern Uganda (the ‘Juba process’), 
while mediator Ambassador Carey Cavanaugh draws 
on the example of Nagorno-Karabakh to address the 
dramatic steps third parties may be called on to take 
in order to contain violence during the negotiation 
phase. 

The Viewpoints volumes join a number of studies and 
publications in the ‘Negotiating Disarmament’ series. 
Some of these publications address thematic issues such 
as trends in weapons control and violence reduction 
provisions in peace agreements; armed civilians and 
militias; and understanding how to better address the 
presence of bombs and unexploded ordnance. Others 
include a three-part series of Country Studies which 
examine how security issues were negotiated in the El 
Salvador, Burundi and Sudan peace talks. 

The Centre acknowledges the support of the govern­
ments of Canada, Switzerland and Norway for pro­
viding funding for the Viewpoints series, and for the 
‘Negotiating Disarmament’ project. Appreciation is 
also extended to Emile LeBrun, Luc Chounet-Cambas, 
Suzanne Damman, and Wynne Russell, who have 
variously reviewed, edited, and assisted with drafting, 
as well as providing advice and ideas. 

—Cate Buchanan 
Editor, November 2008

INTRODUCTION
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Standing in the blistering sun in the middle 
of a minefield in the Caucasus, with snipers 
from both warring sides watching your every 

move, brings home in no uncertain terms the extreme 
steps mediators may be required to take to reduce the 
prospects of violence and death in order to advance the 
potential for peace. This situation, which I experienced 
in 2000 and 2001 while trying to advance resolution 
of the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh, fit neither the 
typical image of peace mediation presented at diplo­
matic academies, nor the one held by junior diplomats. 
Peace mediation was supposed to be far more glam­
orous: crafting deals between leaders, arguing about 
the best venue for talks or the shape of the negotiating 
table, or maybe meeting charismatic rebel leaders deep 
in the jungle. But crossing live minefields on foot? This 
had never been raised as a possible essential component 
of promoting a standard peace plan. Why was this 
necessary? And what exactly were we doing?

The position of mediators and advisers in peace 
negotiations is one that comes with no textbooks. One 
of the many issues that third parties need to navigate 
with belligerents is the reconfiguration of security. To 
do so, mediators in particular must be ready to deal 
with and overcome a wide range of possible roadblocks, 
including lack of trust; spoilers; the excessive expecta­
tions of outside parties; tight timelines; militarisation 
and cultures of violent conflict resolution, among 
other barriers. In this opinion piece I will focus on 
one of those roadblocks, the threat of violence, and 
some ways in which mediators tackle this challenge, 
as well as acquire some leverage from its presence or 
impacts. 

From 1992 to 2001, while serving as a career US 
Foreign Service officer, I was involved in negotiation 

or mediation processes seeking to remedy conflicts 
involving Armenia and Azerbaijan (over Nagorno-
Karabakh), Cyprus, Georgia (over Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia), Moldova (over Transnistria), and Tajikistan, 
as well as to reduce general tensions between Greece 
and Turkey. My responsibilities during these assign­
ments included providing indirect support to UN  
efforts, directly supporting negotiations sponsored  
by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE), working in the framework of a ‘Group 
of Friends’ to back UN mediation, shared leadership 
of an OSCE peace effort, and directing US bilateral 
engagement. This professional experience provided 
insights into a variety of peace processes, in particular 
those involving so-called ‘frozen’ conflicts.

Prioritising security issues
If every conflict is unique, all of them share a history 
of violence with the potential to escalate or re-erupt 
at any time. By now it is uncontroversial that armed 
violence prevention and reduction—through disarma­
ment, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) and 
weapons control, as well as through more structural 
processes such as security sector reform (SSR)—should 
occupy an important place in most peace agreements, 
at least in mandate if not in detail. In reality, there is 
great variability in the extent to which security issues 
are addressed and the choice of emphasis, due to the 
circumstances of the conflict and the abilities of the 
mediators and negotiators, as well as external forces. 
In a case like Northern Ireland, for example, DDR (and 
particularly demobilisation) was absolutely central.1 
In other cases, such as Cyprus or South Ossetia, vio­
lence prevention has been more important, both to 

WALKING THROUGH MINEFIELDS: VIOLENCE 
MANAGEMENT BY MEDIATORS DURING PEACE 
NEGOTIATIONS CAREY CAVANAUGH
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ensure that dialogue can stay on track and to preclude 
giving external powers an excuse to engage militarily. 
Finally, a situation like the Basque conflict has demanded 
that attention be paid in equal measure to violence 
prevention and the disarmament of separatists.2

 As many mediators can attest, the route to the 
dotted line can be meandering and circuitous, a fact 
that in part reflects the way in which peace process 
priorities change over the life of a conflict. For those 
whose job it is to keep the talks going, careful attention 
to both engagement and timing is essential. Mediators 
must judge what should be given priority and when, 
keeping in mind the admonition that “one size does 
not fit all.”3 

Managing the ‘peace space’
Mediators can take some tips from military experts 
in dealing with the comprehensive challenge presented 
by a peace process. Recent US military doctrine  
emphasises the importance to combat operations of 
awareness of the ‘battle space,’ and of managing or 
shaping that space to achieve success. Battle space 
awareness demands knowledge and understanding  
of the area’s environment, security actors—including 
friendly and adversarial forces, neutrals and non-
combatants—and conditions to enable timely, relevant, 
comprehensive and accurate assessments necessary to 
successfully apply combat power and complete the 
mission.4 Simply by substituting ‘diplomatic negotia­
tions’ for ‘combat power’ and ‘peace’ for ‘battle,’ one 
can see that this approach is equally applicable to 
peacemaking efforts, which require the same strategic 
vision and firm understanding of the operating envi­
ronment as waging armed conflict. Most envoys and 
negotiators do indeed develop a deep awareness of 
the environments in which both the conflicts at hand, 
and their peace processes, are embedded. The greater 
challenge for mediators comes in the managing or 
shaping of the ‘peace space,’ in particular when the 
parties to the conflict—or outside players—seek to 
use violence to advance their own interests and/or to 
undermine peace efforts. As in military operations, 
critical to mediators’ success are intelligence, surveil­
lance, engagement and control—all of which can be 
used to produce battle or peace space effects that work 
to advance the overall strategy. 

When it comes to peace space awareness, as noted 
above, mediators typically are able to develop the ex­

pertise required for the task at hand. Managing the 
peace space, however, often calls for resources and 
support that are simply not available, even to national 
or United Nations-appointed envoys. While the dip­
lomat may be able to marshal superior arguments, 
that does not imply superior force—although Richard 
Holbrooke’s ability to suggest a resumption of air 
strikes against Serb forces if the Dayton peace talks 
collapsed came close.5 Furthermore, mediators have 
decidedly limited control over events as a whole. While 
lack of adequate intelligence is frequently thought to 
be the greatest constraint faced by mediators, in fact 
it is even rarer for mediators to possess the authority 
and latitude to actively engage in the manner required 
to reduce the prospects for violence. 

 “In the vast majority of cases, mediators 

are hard pressed to produce maximal  

effects with minimal resources . . . they 

are typically able only to tinker around the 

edges, using their experience, wits and 

creativity to establish an environment that 

supports or maintains peace efforts.” 

In the vast majority of cases, mediators are hard 
pressed to produce maximal effects with minimal 
resources. Instead of controlling the overall situation 
to facilitate success, they are typically able only to 
tinker around the edges, using their experience, wits 
and creativity to establish an environment that sup­
ports or maintains peace efforts. This is often a matter 
of improvisation. In some cases, this can bring the 
mediator into quite unexpected and treacherous circum­
stances—such as the middle of an actual minefield.

Crossing a minefield for peace
In April 1999, a direct dialogue began between the 
presidents of Azerbaijan and Armenia to explore poten­
tial paths to resolve the conflict between their nations 
over the fate of Nagorno-Karabakh, an Armenian-
populated region of Azerbaijan. The struggle, already 
emerging by the late 1980s, metastasized with the col­
lapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, claiming thousands 
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of lives and displacing hundreds of thousands more 
before becoming largely ‘frozen’ through a Russian-
brokered May 1994 ceasefire. Since 1992 it had been the 
task of the Minsk Group (operating under the auspices 
of the OSCE) to facilitate a peaceful settlement.6 For 
seven years the Minsk Group explored a number of 
potential peace plans, presenting three separate draft 
proposals to the parties in 1997–1998. None of these, 
however, were ever embraced by all of the parties to the 
conflict. By contrast, the direct dialogue that emerged 
between the leaders of Armenia and Azerbaijan, held 
unique promise. 

Because ‘ownership’ of the peace process was assumed 
by the elected leaders of Azerbaijan and Armenia, the 
task of the Minsk Group mediators became as much 
one of shaping the peace space as it was the traditional 
one of helping craft an agreement. These efforts included 
politically engaging key neighboring states (Turkey 
and Iran), working with diaspora groups, meeting 
with refugees and internally displaced people (IDPs), 
and reducing the potential for renewed violence.7 To 
be sure, the 1994 ceasefire did not end all violence in 

the region; small numbers of military and civilian cas­
ualties continue to occur each year. What had ceased, 
however, was a level of violence that could impede the 
peace process. 

Helping promote and preserve this relative calm 
became an essential task for the mediators. The threat 
of increased violence posed a genuine risk to maintain­
ing the delicate but productive presidential dialogue, 
especially since considerable public sentiment existed 
in Armenia, Azerbaijan and particularly Nagorno-
Karabakh itself questioning the propriety of the two 
presidents’ direct engagement. The potential for violence 
to intrude into politics was forcefully demonstrated 
by the assassination in Yerevan of the Armenian Prime 
Minister and other key political leaders during a par­
liamentary session in October 1999.8 Although official 
investigations indicated that the attack was not related 
to the on-going peace process, and the presidential 
dialogue continued, the OSCE mediating team began 
taking steps—some visible, some not—to help main­
tain a political and security environment in which the 
dialogue could advance.9

The road from Armenia into the disputed region of Nagorno-Karabakh. Panos © Fernando Moleres.  
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Box 1.1   
Background on Nagorno-Karabakh12

1987–1991 Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh (NK) appeal to 

Moscow for transfer from the Azerbaijani Soviet Socialist 

Republic (SSR) to the Armenian SSR. Inter-communal vio-

lence begins in both republics; populations begin to flee. 

Moscow imposes direct rule and state of emergency in NK. 

Fighting intensifies. Attempted coup in Moscow fails;  

Azerbaijan and Armenia declare independence from USSR; 

NK announces secession from Azerbaijan. Russian-brokered 

peace framework collapses after Azerbaijani officials killed; 

Azerbaijan revokes NK’s autonomous status. Soviet Union 

dissolved. 

1992–1993 Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 

(CSCE, later OSCE) admits Armenia and Azerbaijan; Minsk 

Group formed to take on NK mediating role. Full-blown war 

breaks out. US Congress bars aid to Azerbaijan in retaliation 

for rail blockade of Armenia. Armenian forces take control of 

NK and most of Azerbaijani territory still under their control 

today. Azerbaijani defeats bring Soviet-era leader Heydar 

Aliyev to the presidency. Collapse of Russian-brokered cease

fire leads to further Armenian gains. 

1994 After bloody campaign, ceasefire agreement signed by 

Armenian, Azerbaijani and Karabakh Armenian leaders. Arme-

nian forces control most of NK, including historic Azeri city of 

Shusha, and seven surrounding Azerbaijani regions, including 

territorial bridge (the Lachin corridor) connecting Armenia 

and NK. CSCE/OSCE peacekeeping mandate approved, but 

strains between Russia and Western members of Minsk Group 

hamper efforts to find a peace deal. 

1995–1999 No progress in talks. In 1997 Minsk Group mediators 

present a ‘step by step’ plan which calls for staged Armenian 

withdrawal from occupied territories, demilitarisation of NK, 

and continuing negotiations on the future of NK and the Lachin 

corridor; accepted as a basis for further negotiations by Azerbai-

jan and Armenia, but rejected by NK. Armenian President Levon 

Ter-Petrosian’s argument for a settlement sparks domestic dis-

may and his eventual resignation, to be replaced by Karabakh 

native Robert Kocharian. Kocharian and Aliyev hold bilateral 

meetings in United States and on Armenian-Azerbaijani border. 

Murder of Armenian Prime Minister and seven others in 1999 

leads to domestic turmoil, stalls dialogue. 

2000–2003 Aliyev-Kocharian dialogue resumes. Earlier OSCE 

peace plans leaked to media to test domestic response. After 

a meeting in 2001 in Key West, both presidents optimistic, but 

opposition at home blocks progress and talks break down. 

Minsk Group co-chairs (United States, France, Russia) cross 

front line into NK. In 2002, United States lifts block on aid to 

Azerbaijan. In 2003, Ilham Aliyev succeeds his father Heydar 

as President of Azerbaijan. 

2004–2005 Minsk Group mediators announce that they will 

not bring any new proposals, saying that responsibility for 

reaching agreement and a settlement lies with Armenia and 

Azerbaijan. Ceasefire violations lead to tensions along the Line 

of Contact. OSCE inspectors conclude that NK authorities are 

involved in ongoing settlement in the occupied territories, 

particularly the Lachin corridor. Kocharian and Aliyev resume 

meetings, with no breakthroughs. Ceasefire violations along 

the Line of Contact escalate. 

2006–2007 Talks between Aliyev and Kocharian at Rambouillet, 

France fail; rhetoric on both sides toughens. Minsk Group 

lifts veil of confidentiality, releases details of framework  

under discussion, reiterates Armenian/Azerbaijani responsi-

bility for an agreement. Fighting intensifies around ceasefire 

zone. 

2008 Serzh Sarkisian elected Armenian President. UN General 

Assembly passes Azerbaijani-authored resolution calling for 

withdrawal of Armenian forces, respect for territorial integrity; 

Minsk Group co-chairs vote against it, calling it “unbalanced.” 

In November, Sarkisian and Aliyev meet in Moscow with Russian 

Federation President Dmitri Medvedev, sign a declaration 

reaffirming shared commitment to a political solution, stressing 

the importance of the Minsk Group process, and agreeing that 

the search for a solution should be accompanied by “legally 

binding guarantees”—the first document to bear both presi-

dents’ signatures since April 1994.

The most visible manifestations of the violence 
management effort were multiple crossings by OSCE 
mediators of minefields located between Azerbaijan 
and Armenia and in the no-man’s-land that separated 
Karabakh Armenian and Azerbaijani military forces. The 
OSCE mediation team, comprising French, Russian 
and American diplomats, benefited from significant 
high-level political support and intelligence resources, 

enabling them to engage in these particularly dramatic 
gestures aimed at ensuring the peace process remained 
on track.10 The OSCE mission in the region provided 
‘peace space’ reporting of developments on the ground, 
which the Minsk Group co-chairs augmented with 
intelligence from their own national means.11 When a 
potential opportunity to further solidify the ceasefire 
was identified, or signs of increased military activity 
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were detected, the mediators undertook well-publicised 
crossings at locations where low-level violence—sniper 
attacks on innocent civilians, intermittent shelling—
had occurred recently or where more significant conflict 
might soon erupt.13 Shining a public spotlight on the 
situation helped put into place temporary confidence-
building measures, spread knowledge of conflict con­
ditions, and emphasised the political and financial cost 
of renewed fighting. The impact of this active engage­
ment was not simply the preservation of a dialogue 
space, but also the strengthening of the bona fides of 
the mediators.

The OSCE team also took preparatory steps to reduce 
the prospect of violence erupting on the outcome, 
positive or negative, of the presidential talks. If the 
talks ever reached success, it would be necessary to 
be able to move rapidly to implement provisions of a 
possible agreement; however, it was equally important 
to dampen expectations of success on the eve of talks 
to ensure that if they failed, disappointment would 
not lead to renewed hostilities. This issue was particu­
larly salient at the talks in Key West, Florida in April 
2001—the apogee of the direct presidential dialogue—
when the backdrop of the Second Intifada and the 
violence in the Occupied Palestinian Territories follow­
ing the unsuccessful peace summit at Camp David in 
July 2000 provided a cautionary signal that no one 
could ignore.14 Accordingly, press coverage was care­
fully managed and steps were taken to make it harder 
for hostilities to recur.

It would be wonderful to be able to say that due to 
effective peace space management, the direct Armenian-
Azerbaijan presidential dialogue in the early 2000s had 
yielded a comprehensive peace agreement. Unfortu­
nately, it did not, and indeed has yet to do so. This 
inability to achieve peace, however, has not been the 
product of insufficient mediation; rather, it reflects how 
intractable such ‘frozen’ conflicts frequently become. 
By working to minimise violence and by helping shape 
the environment in which the peace process took place, 
the OSCE engagement enabled the effort by the two 
presidents to run its full course in the early 2000s 
and left the door open to further future engagement. 
Indeed, the resumption—albeit unsuccessful—of 
presidential engagement in 2005–2006 and again in 
November 2008 is a testimony to the durability of the 
peace space substantially created and maintained by 
international mediation.15

Assessing the risks of violence
It may not always be possible, or desirable, to intervene 
when violence occurs. Consequently, the question 
naturally arises: when does violence reach the critical 
threshold that requires response? There is no handy 
template. To the international community, mass vio­
lence itself is anathema. Nevertheless, peace talks in 
some conflicts continue even while death tolls reach 
the hundreds or even thousands, while in other cases 
the loss of even a single life may have seismic reper­
cussions. The latter is especially the case in ‘frozen’ 
conflicts. The death of a single protestor along Cyprus’ 
Green Line may risk derailing productive peace talks, 
for example, while negotiations may proceed in south­
ern Sudan despite widespread fighting and loss of life.16 
Mediators will need to have sufficient awareness of when 
and how to act to prevent the level of violence from 
becoming an impediment to continued peace efforts.

 “. . . the question naturally arises: when 

does violence reach the critical threshold 

that requires response? There is no handy 

template.”

Arguments that greater levels of death and destruc­
tion may help a peace process ‘ripen,’ while possibly 
logical in theory, are of little practical value. Not only 
do they risk international condemnation (note the 
reaction to US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s 
initial position against a ceasefire in the July 2006 
Israel–Lebanon war), but they represent an abdication 
of the responsibility to manage violence.17 Violence 
opens the door wide to unintended consequences and 
always poses the danger of the conflict spiraling out 
of control. In contrast, raising the spectre of possible 
future violence as an impetus for advancing peace in 
the present can be a highly effective tool.

Conclusion
Addressing violence during the negotiation phase will 
often be necessary for a peace process to continue. In 
the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, it was deemed essen­
tial that violence be minimised in order to maintain 
an environment that would enable the Azerbaijani and 
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Armenian presidents to continue their direct dialogue 
and permit the Minsk Group co-chairs to help them 
explore potential peace plans.

No one disputes that diplomacy remains more art 
than science. Nevertheless, the practice of peace media­
tion can take advantage of lessons learned in military 
science by working to manage or shape the environ­
ment in which peace efforts take place. Effectively 
limiting violence to a level that does not impede the 
continuation or advancement of negotiations is essential, 
but will often call for resources not available to those 
given this lofty responsibility. Greater international 
cooperation will be needed to address this shortcom­
ing. In the meantime, mediators and facilitators must 
be flexible and use their unique talents and creativity 
to maintain a milieu in which warring parties can 
peacefully resolve their differences. 

Some suggestions to consider
1. Always look holistically at the task at hand. 
Responsibility for peace efforts demands that careful 
attention be paid not just to the peace process itself, 
but also to the environment in which it can survive 
and, hopefully, flourish.

2. Carefully gauge the risk that varying levels of vio-
lence may pose to a particular peace process and 
engage appropriately.
Be prepared to ‘think outside the box’ to find creative 
solutions to help keep violence in check.

3. Hold states and armed groups responsible for 
armed action in support of their goals that takes 
place within their boundaries.
Leaders of state-like entities should also be encour­
aged to rein in armed elements to bolster their claim 
to legitimacy.

4. When violence occurs, engage quickly to try to 
keep it within manageable bounds.
Because of the potential for dramatic escalation, delay 
is always dangerous. Remember, things often look bad 
before they get even worse. 

5. Outsiders (Friends groups, major powers) can 
help support mediation efforts, as they may have 
greater freedom to maneuver. 
These international actors may be able to apply pressure 
or promote other steps to reduce violence—confidence-
building measures, ceasefires, etc.—that mediators cannot.

6. Do not be afraid to use the power of the press and 
public opinion.
The media can be a powerful tool for drawing attention 
to the need for better behaviour by the parties to the 
conflict.
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Endnotes
1	 The decommissioning of paramilitary arms in Northern Ireland 

became the key stumbling block in the implementation of the 
Good Friday Agreement. Securing peace required that an inde­
pendent international body certify that the Irish Republican Army 
had met its disarmament and demobilisation requirements. See 
de Chastelain, General John, Brigadier Tauno Nieminen, and 
Andrew D Sens (2005), Report of the Independent International 
Commission on Decommissioning, 26 September.
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2	 In the Basque negotiations, maintaining Euskadi Ta Askatasuna’s 
(ETA) 2006 ceasefire was essential for both sides. Following the 
2004 Madrid commuter train bombings, the Spanish govern­
ment has little tolerance for further militant action, and Basque 
political leaders have stressed that further violence sabotages 
any possibility of meaningful dialogue. Indeed, the absence of 
violence became a virtual prerequisite for peace talks.

3	 Expressed most recently in relation to this topic by Hottinger, 
Julian Thomas (2008), ‘A mediator’s perspective’ in Cate Buchanan, 
ed., Viewpoints: Reflections on Guns, Fighters and Armed Violence 
in Peace Processes, Volume 1, Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, 
March.

4	 This definition of battle space awareness is drawn from the US 
Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated 
Terms (as amended through 30 September 2008). This doctrine 
is common to most western militaries stretching from Washing­
ton to London to Canberra.

5	 The selection of the Wright-Patterson Air Force Base near Dayton, 
Ohio as a venue for peace talks was designed in part to under­
score NATO military power, with the roaring of jet engines 
serving as a constant reminder to the Serbians of the potential 
for air strikes. See Holbrooke, Richard (1998), To End A War, 
Random House and Burg, Steven (2003), ‘Coercive diplomacy 
in the Balkans’ in Robert J Art and Kenneth Neal Waltz, The Use 
of Force: Military Power and International Politics, sixth edition, 
Rowman & Littlefield. 

6	 The Minsk Group is co-chaired by France, the Russian Federation 
and the United States. In addition to Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
it has as permanent members Belarus, Finland, Germany, Italy, 
Sweden, and Turkey, as well as on a rotating basis the OSCE 
troika.

7	 See Frantz, Doug (2000), ‘Effort to repair Armenia and Azerbaijan 
ties,’ New York Times, 10 December.

8	 The October 27, 1999 attack killed two key political figures, 
Prime Minister Vagzen Sarkisian and Parliament Speaker Karen 
Demirchian, as well as six others. Although there were initial 
concerns that this incident was related to Nagorno-Karabakh 
peace efforts, this was never proven. In fact, an American diplo­
matic team led by Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott had 
met with President Robert Kocharian and Sarkisian for several 
hours earlier that day to discuss positive developments in the 
peace process. Armenian Foreign Minister Vartan Oskanian 
was thought to have missed the attack only because he had 
accompanied the US delegation to the airport. See Time (1999), 
‘Armenian shootings may provoke political crisis,’ 28 October. 

9	 The assassinations did serve to stall the considerable momentum 
then present in the peace process. The political violence also 
led members of both governments to stress periodically the 
significant personal risks being taken to advance peace.

10	 French President Jacques Chirac and Russian President Vladimir 
Putin had played direct roles in promoting the Karabakh peace 
efforts. Indeed, progress made in discussions between Aliyev 
and Kocharian with Chirac in Paris in January and March 2001 
led to the decision to invite the parties to Key West, Florida. 
Presidents Clinton and Bush also met with the Armenian and 
Azerbaijani presidents throughout this period, in the United 

States and in Europe, to assist and advance their personal dialogue. 
As for intelligence support, it is noteworthy that at Key West the 
Russian delegation was led by Viacheslav Trubnikov–the former 
director of the Russian Federation’s Foreign Intelligence Service.

11	 The OSCE has been ably represented on the ground since 1997 
by Polish Ambassador Andrzej Kasprzyk, who serves as the 
Chair in Office’s personal representative for the Minsk Confer­
ence. Based in Tbilisi, but with offices in Baku, Yerevan, and 
Stepanakert/Khankendi, the monitoring of developments on 
the frontlines by Kasprzyk and his staff has proved crucial to 
Minsk Group mediators’ peace process-shaping activities.

12	 Timeline developed by Wynne Russell. Sources include: De Waal, 
Thomas (2003), Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan Through 
Peace and War, New York University Press; “Nagorno-Karabakh: 
timeline of the long road to peace,” www.rferl.org/content/
article/1065626.html; ‘Nagorno-Karabakh conflict,’ www.alertnet.
org/db/crisisprofiles/NK_CON.htm?v=timeline

13	 For example, the first crossing took place near the village of 
Kazan after the killing of a teenage Azerbaijani girl (shot while 
cooking dinner in her home) and an Armenian farmer (shot 
while working in his fields). See Blair, Betty (2000), ‘In search of 
peace for Nagorno-Karabakh,’ Azerbaijan International, Winter. 
See also Anderson, John Ward (2001), ‘Peacewalk: mediators 
tiptoe across minefield separating Armenia and Azerbaijan,’ 
International Herald Tribune, 17 July. 

14	 See Ross, Dennis (2004), The Missing Peace: The Inside Story of 
the Fight for Middle East Peace, Farrar, Straus, and Giroux. The 
sharp upsurge in violence following Camp David led the US 
Nagorno-Karabakh team to dampen reports that any break­
through might be possible at Key West. In fact, however, due to 
the presidential dialogue there had been considerable progress 
toward a workable solution.

15	 Presidents Robert Kocharian and Heydar Aliyev last met in 
August 2002. Following Aliyev’s death in 2003, his son Ilham 
Aliyev was elected president and the direct engagement resumed.

16	 See the example of the August 1996 motorcycle protests at 
Dherinia in Cyprus, where one Greek Cypriot was killed and 
more than a dozen injured; the event necessitated the dispatch­
ing by the United States of an envoy to the island to help reduce 
the chance of greater violence in hopes of preserving some move­
ment in UN peace efforts for the island. See the Report of the 
Secretary-General on the United Nations Operation in Cyprus, 
S/1996/1016, December 10, 1996, paragraph 2. 

17	 Secretary Rice refused to endorse an immediate ceasefire, sug­
gesting that a greater change in the status quo in Lebanon would 
increase prospects for a more enduring peace. This came just 
before an Israeli air strike against the Lebanese village of Qana 
killed 28 civilians, 19 of them children (Red Cross/Human Rights 
Watch count, see http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/5228554.
stm). See Kessler, Glenn (2007), The Confidante: Condoleezza 
Rice and the Creation of the Bush Legacy, Macmillan. Far from 
crushing Hezbollah, further fighting only invited international 
condemnation—including from UN Secretary-General Kofi 
Annan and France—and served to further exacerbate the divi­
sions between the parties and the paralysis gripping the Lebanese 
government.
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LAYING DOWN ARMS: THE M-19 RENUNCIATION 
OF VIOLENCE IN COLOMBIA VERA GRABE

I was a member of the Colombian armed group 
Movimiento 19 de Abril or M-19, for 16 years, 
from its appearance on the public scene in 1974 

to its demobilisation in 1990. I started as a grassroots 
member and later became one of the movement’s top 
leaders, in charge of its international programme and 
political action. I also participated in the peace process 
launched in 1984 at the time of the Belisario Betancur 
Administration (1982–1986). After the demobilisation 
of M-19, I became the first member of a guerrilla move­
ment to be elected to the Congreso de la República 
(National Congress). After the Asamblea Nacional 
Constituyente (National Constituent Assembly) which 
had responsibility for drafting a new constitution for 
the country) completed its work, I was elected in 1990 
and again in 1991 to serve as a senator in the National 
Congress until 1994. I then became the human rights 
attaché to the Embassy of Colombia in Spain until 1998.

I am part of the generation of Colombians who 
grew up under the influence of the Frente Nacional 
(National Front), the first years of the Cuban revolu­
tion, the icon of Che Guevara, and the winds of Latin 
American revolution during the 1960s and 1970s. 
Back then, those wanting to change the world either 
become a hippie or a guerrilla member. For many, the 
second option was closer to their ideals. However, even 
within the ranks of the guerrilla movement, there were 
different trends back then. One of them was exempli­
fied by M-19, born as a reaction against the guerrilla 
movement itself and the traditional left. For me and 
many others, this path was an appealing one: an emerg­
ing movement open to people who simply wanted to 
participate without feeling trapped in dogmas and a 
priori definitions.

M-19 and the pursuit of change  
in Colombia1

M-19 emerged in the early 1970s as a “critique of the 
existing left-wing groups in the country, in particular 
breaking with the international models (Maoism, 
Leninism, etc.) which dominated left-wing armed 
groups in Colombia.”2 It started as an urban guerrilla 
movement operating in Bogotá, Cali and other cities, 
but by 1978 had widened its scope of action to regions 
such as Caquetá, and after 1984 to regions such as Cauca 
and Valle. As time went on, the movement gave priority 
not to territorial control, but to a broad political and 
military presence, with independent cells in Colombia’s 
major cities. By the mid-1980s, the M-19 had eclipsed 
all other guerrilla organisations in urban operations.

It is difficult to give a total number for M-19’s direct 
and indirect supporters over the years, not only because 
the number of supporters fluctuated but also because 
the movement considered itself to be much larger 
than the number of its combatants. By mid-1985, for 
instance, the movement’s combatants probably num­
bered between 1,500 and 2,000, making it the second-
largest armed group in Colombia.3 At the time of its 
demobilisation in 1990, the government’s figure of 
800 combatants was almost certainly a serious under­
estimation. 

Moving from peace as a battle flag . . .
Two concepts shaped M-19 during the 1980s and became 
crucial to its demobilisation in 1990: democracy and 
peace. In relation to the first, M-19 came to question 
its fight for socialism, and decided in 1979 to define 

Of German heritage, Vera Grabe is an anthropologist with a doctorate in peace and conflict studies from the University of Granada, 

Spain. She is the director of the Bogotá-based Observatorio para la Paz (Peace Observatory), which creates and develops peace edu-

cation programmes for communities and displaced populations, particularly young people in different regions of Colombia affected by 

violence and armed conflict. 
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Box 2.1   
M-19: A timeline4

1970, April 19 Populist party of former military dictator Gus-

tavo Rojas Pinilla, the National Popular Alliance (Alianza  

Nacional Popular-Anapo), is denied electoral victory by Con-

servative candidate Misael Pastrana Borrero—the seminal 

moment behind the eventual creation of M-19. 

1972 M-19 formed on a platform that combines populism with 

national revolutionary socialism. 

1974, January M-19 members steal Simón Bolívar’s sword 

and spurs from the exhibit in the liberator’s villa, gaining  

national attention. 

1976, February M-19 kidnaps, tries and eventually executes 

Jose Raquel Mercado, president of Confederation of Workers 

of Colombia, on charges of bribery, selling out the interests of 

workers, and links to the US Cental Intelligence Agency. 

1976–1978 M-19 engages in public actions such as the dis-

tribution of milk, chocolate, and toys, as well as armed prop-

aganda actions. 

1979, New Year’s Eve M-19 tunnels into a Colombian Army 

weapons depot, taking over 5,000 weapons.

1980, February M-19 guerrillas seize the embassy of the 

Dominican Republic in Bogotá, taking hostage 14 ambassa-

dors. After 61 days of negotiations with the government of 

Julio César Turbay Ayala, hostages are peacefully released 

and hostage takers allowed to leave the country for exile in 

Cuba. Later accounts have alleged that the Colombian govern-

ment may have paid a ransom of USD 1 to 2.5 million. 

1982 President Belisario Betancur offers an amnesty for all 

guerrilla groups; peace talks begin. 

1984, August Ceasefire signed between government and M-19 

at Corinto in Cauca Department.

1985 In June, M-19 drops out of peace process accusing the 

government of (among other things) systematic violations of 

the truce provisions and failure to enact promised political 

reforms. In November, M-19 guerrillas storm the Palace of 

Justice in Bogotá, taking scores of hostages. Betancur refuses 

to negotiate and sends in the military; 100 people, including 41 

guerrillas and 11 Supreme Court judges, killed in the assault. 

1987 M-19, FARC, ELN and other guerrilla groups form a joint 

front, Coordinadora Guerillera Simón Bolívar, to negotiate with 

the government.

1988, May M-19 kidnaps two-time presidential candidate and 

Conservative Party leader Alvaro Gómez Hurtado; releases him 

two months later in exchange for a promise of talks designed 

to pave the way for a national summit to include representa-

tives of the country’s principal guerrilla groups. In September, 

the government offers the whole guerrilla movement a con-

ciliatory ‘Peace Initiative.’

1989 In March, government and M-19 sign an agreement 

under which M-19 promises to demobilise and reintegrate 

into Colombian society in exchange for a full pardon for all of 

its members. In November, the two sides sign a ‘Pact’ laying 

out provisions for reintegration of former guerrillas and a 

broad-scale agenda for political reform. 

1990 In March, after signing an agreement with the govern-

ment and having surrendered all their arms, M-19 becomes a 

political party, the Alianza Democrática M-19 (AD/M-19). In 

April, AD/M-19 presidential candidate and former commander 

Carlos Pizarro Leongómez is murdered; Antonio Navarro Wolff 

assumes his place as candidate and party leader, finishing 

third in that year’s presidential race. On December 9, elec-

tions held to a National Constituent Assembly responsible for 

drafting a new constitution; M-19 delegates make up 19 of 

70 members, Navarro elected co-president of the Assembly, 

together with representatives from the Liberal and Conserva-

tive Parties.

1991 On February 1, Bolívar’s sword returned as a symbol of 

M-19’s demobilisation and desire to change society through 

its participation in legal politics. New Constitution proclaimed 

4 July. AD/M-19 candidates win 22 seats in the new National 

Congress.

itself as ‘a democracy in arms,’ asserting the need for 
urgent democratic change. From then on, M-19’s actions 
were aimed at realising this goal as well as challenging 
the socialist revolutionary paradigm of the left and 
other armed movements. 

The second concept, peace, first came to the fore at 
the time of the presidential administration of Julio 
César Ayala (1978–1982), who governed under an anti-
insurgent National Security Statute. In 1980, M-19 laid 

siege to the Dominican Republic’s embassy in Bogotá, 
taking 14 ambassadors hostage and demanding the 
release of political prisoners while denouncing the 
human rights crisis in Colombia. While in negotia­
tions to end the siege, Jaime Bateman, M-19’s general 
commander, realised that “the process of resolving 
the siege was a model of what could be a negotiated 
solution to the armed conflict in Colombia”—a solu­
tion based on dialogue, truce and unconditional  
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amnesty.5 This approach not only transcended mili­
tary action in relation to the siege and resulted in the 
diplomats’ release (although not that of the political 
prisoners), but also paved the way for a public debate 
on peace between M-19 and politicians from different 
parties. Under the Betancur Administration (1982–1986), 
M-19 moved on to the so-called “War for Peace,” 
waged between 1981 and 1984, by the end of which 
time the government had signed peace agreements 
with three guerrilla organisations: M-19, the Popular 
Liberation Army (EPL) and the Workers Self-Defense 
Group (ADO). 

These approaches, however, treated peace as a battle 
flag. While peace gained importance in the discourse, 
its invocation was mainly used as a tactic in the 
struggle for political and military legitimacy on the 
parts both of the government and the guerrilla move­
ment. Although both the government and the armed 
groups sought to work out a truce in order to foster 
political actions and a debate on political and social 
issues, both sides still sought to create political strength 

based on military might, and neither side was fully 
open to dialogue. The institutional dialogue proposed 
by the government was organised around thematic 
commissions and had little effect. For their part, the 
guerrilla movements party to the agreements called 
for the creation of ‘peace camps’ in the shanty towns 
of several cities; however, M-19 developed military 
training schools within the camps, even though the 
government and the armed forces continued to ask 
the guerrilla groups to lay down their arms. Thus the 
truce was built upon belligerence and uncertainty, 
and was characterised by sieges and surveillance of 
the camps and attacks against M-19 representatives—
the latter eventually serving as the catalyst to break 
the truce. The period culminated in the storming by 
M-19 of the Palace of Justice in November 1985; more 
than 100 people died during the attempt by the mili­
tary to recover the building by force. 

The Palace of Justice incident was a turning point 
for M-19’s conceptualisation of peace. Initially, con­
frontation intensified, and M-19 took its struggle to 

The numbers of internally displaced people (IDPs) living in the slums of Bogota vary. Between 500,000 and 800,000 are registered IDPs, but there are many more who are not a part of the official statistics. The 
Soacha district is one of the largest, with almost 400,000 inhabitants. Violence is a huge problem, and the people who fled due to violence and threats, are experiencing the same level of hostility in Bogota.  
Panos © Espen Rasmussen.  
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the point of war, increasing the belligerence of its  
actions and creating militias, including the Batallón 
América, composed of combatants from different 
Latin American countries as well as the Coordionadora 
Nacional Guerrillera (National Guerrilla Coordina­
tion). However, despite our strengthened military  
action, we were increasingly questioning the value of 
the armed approach. We perceived the war-weariness 
of some in the population who shared M-19’s political 
views, exacerbated by the worsening ‘dirty war’ un­
leashed in 1985, the growing presence of paramilitary 
groups, and the increasing threats, assassinations, 
disappearances and persecutions against progressive 
and democratic sectors. These sectors fostered a 
movement demanding respect by all parties for the 
lives of all social, cultural, political and media lead­
ers. Meanwhile, a proliferation of new actors in the 
confrontation was leading to a violent dynamic in 
which it was no longer clear who the enemies were, 
what they were fighting for, and who was benefiting 
from the violence. The intensification of the war 
started affecting the civilian population in the areas 
under the control of guerrilla groups. It was unaccept­
able to harm those whom we were supposed to  
defend, intensifying the alienation of the people  
from politics—the very opposite of what M-19 hoped 
to achieve. 

Concurrently, we saw the risks of authoritarianism 
in the guerrilla movement grow, culminating at the 
end of 1985 in the discovery in communal graves of 
the corpses of 163 guerrilla members from the Ricardo 
Franco Frente, murdered by their leaders as a result 
of an internal purge. As M-19 was carrying out joint 
armed actions with this group but had also adopted 
democracy and the defence of human rights as political 
guidelines, a serious debate took place on the relation­
ship between war and authoritarianism. In particular, 
many of our leaders focused on the need for coherence 
between the end and the means: it was senseless to 
speak about a struggle for democracy while adopting 
anti-democratic behaviour. 

Meanwhile, some sectors within the administration 
of Virgilio Barco Vargas (1986–1990) were acknowl­
edging the need to modernise, to adapt the state’s 
structures of government to new political realities, 
and to offer adequate institutional channels for dealing 
with social and political conflicts. As a consequence, 
the government offered the whole guerrilla move­
ment a conciliatory ‘Peace Initiative’ in September 

1988. M-19 decided that it was time to regain the 
country’s support by accepting that to achieve politi­
cal change, it needed to change its own objectives and 
perspectives first. That meant that it needed to stop 
adding fuel to the flames, to dare to accept that the 
time had come to look for alternatives to the war, and 
to understand that its own strength had to be part of 
the solution.

. . . to peace as a strategy 
The question then became what type of peace to pro­
pose. M-19 could not afford to follow the same strategy 
used to negotiate the 1984 peace agreement, and simply 
reiterate its willingness to initiate dialogue and achieve 
peace. Peace needed to become a strategy and stop 
being a tactic. 

Paradoxically, the starting point for the change was 
the kidnapping in May 1988 by M-19 of Álvaro Gómez, 
a former presidential candidate and renowned repre­
sentative of the national oligarchy. What began as an 
act of war was actually the beginning of a peace process. 
M-19 saw the kidnapping as an opportunity to resume 
political action aimed at achieving compromise. In 
order to do this, it was crucial to regain political space, 
to fight against existing distrust, and to pave the way 
for dialogue between the two sides. The need for a 
different perspective was first acknowledged by Carlos 
Pizarro Leongómez, M-19’s commander, a highly effec­
tive military decision-maker who had great credibility 
with all sides. To the government’s astonishment, and 
the scepticism of most M-19 members, Pizarro dared 
not only to offer to release Gómez, but also to do some­
thing heretical at that time: declare M-19 willing to 
lay down its arms if the government was willing to 
carry out genuine reforms aimed at restructuring the 
political regime and its electoral system in order to 
permit new political forces to participate and estab­
lish rule of law to guarantee fundamental rights and 
strengthen participatory democracy. For M-19, these 
measures were crucial to the fight against social  
inequality and poverty. The government accepted 
cautiously but with speed. 

The principles underpinning the negotiation process 
were the privileging of political rather than military 
action; an emphasis on gaining the support and approval 
of the population; an acceptance of direct dialogue; and 
a commitment to joint problem-solving. To further 
negotiations, both sides agreed to: 
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•	 Concentrate M-19’s military force mainly inside the 
Santo Domingo camp, with a ‘demilitarised strip’ 
between the camp and the towns located further 
down the mountain.6 This would create a separation 
of forces as an effective bilateral truce. 

•	 Hold bilateral discussions and negotiations, to take 
place in the Santo Domingo camp. 

•	 Use a ‘Working Table for Peace and National Recon­
ciliation’ (Working Table) as the framework within 
which political agreements would be reached, with 
the participation of different political representatives, 
social leaders, members of the civil society, intellec­
tuals, the media, the government and M-19. This 
forum was also open to other guerrilla groups that 
might decide to join the process. 

•	 Create ‘Roundtables for Analysis and Agreement’ 
(Roundtables) as complements to the Working Table, 
thus offering a series of more open forums where 
regional and sectoral organisations and groups could 
also participate. These roundtables were tasked with 
dealing with the main components of a future politi­
cal pact, which would be translated into laws or 
governmental resolutions. 

•	 Create a political movement of civilian character. In 
order to do so, political commitments were estab­
lished regarding M-19’s electoral participation after 
its demobilisation. 

It quickly became necessary to determine whether 
the peace process was a bilateral or collective process. 
M-19 had taken initiatives to promote unity amongst 
the insurgent groups that were now faced with the need 
and the opportunity to hold discussions and define 
their position regarding peace. It was a turning point: 
the time had come to work out whether and how it 
was possible to work together. The issue exposed the 
limits of guerrilla unity: the different conceptions, 
responsiveness, and political culture of the groups; 
irreconcilable tensions between some of them; leader­
ship competition—with M-19 no exception. This huge 
gap was made evident during the peace negotiations 
with the government, when the initiative to create a 
joint movement was not supported by all the other 
groups. At this point, M-19 realised that it needed to 
follow the path of peace alone. However, three armed 
groups—the Popular Liberation Army (EPL), the 
Workers’ Revolutionary Party (PRT) and the Quintín 
Lame Armed Movement—eventually signing peace 
agreements (the PRT in January 1991, the EPL in  
February 1991, and Quintín Lame in May 1991) within 

the framework of a step-by-step peace process. The 
peace agreement signed with M-19 also paved the way 
for peace processes during the 1990s with other groups; 
the Ernesto Rojas Commandos in 1992; the Socialist 
Renovation Movement in April 1994; the urban mili­
tias of Medellín in May 1994; and the Garnica Front 
in June 1994.

Two key issues were discussed during the peace pro­
cess: the reintegration of guerrilla groups, and political, 
social and economic reform. The reintegration of the 
guerrilla groups (including amnesty, security, eco­
nomic and social guarantees for the demobilised, and 
development programmes in areas under the influence 
of armed groups) was negotiated directly between the 
government and M-19. The social and legal guarantees 
demanded by M-19 embraced three points: amnesty, 
or at least a commitment not to take any legal action 
against former fighters; a reintegration programme; 
and a security plan. 

The main question during the negotiation process 
was how to transcend the government-guerrilla dia­
logue and foster the participation of all political and 
social sectors, as the main goal was to consolidate  
democracy and guarantee long-lasting peace. For this 
reason, issues of a more political character (how to 
create favourable political conditions, undertake con­
stitutional reforms to deepen democracy, implement 
reforms and measures in the fields of human rights, 
justice and social and economic policy) were taken out 
for debate to public spaces, such as the Roundtables 
and the Working Table, in which citizens could par­
ticipate. These Roundtables delivered their results to 
the Working Table as contributions to the political 
Pact for Democracy and Peace (Pact) that was to be 
integrated into the peace agreement, and voted on by 
the national Congress. This Pact addressed issues rang­
ing from constitutional reform to practical measures 
intended to secure the demobilisation and reintegra­
tion of guerrilla groups, pave the way for their partici­
pation in elections, and guarantee the livelihoods and 
security of former combatants. 

Needless to say, there were complications. However, 
both sides realised that trust and transparency were 
of the utmost importance. For example, both sides 
worked to avoid the politicisation of the murder in May 
1989 of an M-19 leader, Afranio Parra, by the police in 
Bogotá: M-19 did not denounce the government, while 
the latter investigated the murder appropriately and 
arrested those responsible. 
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The challenge of laying down arms
As noted above, one of the driving forces behind the 
peace process was the leadership, moral authority and 
talent of Carlos Pizarro Leóngómez, M-19’s general 
commander. Pizarro not only seized the opportunity 
to foster dialogue with the government and the country, 
but also knew how to persuade and lead the guerrilla 
members and grassroots towards the path of peace. 
Many members of the movement—including people 
like me, more inclined to politics than war—under­
stood that the armed struggle was just a means to an 
end. However, one of the most difficult challenges was 
dealing with our own fears, and those of the grassroots, 
in relation to disarmament and demobilisation. Laying 
down our arms was, to many of us, unthinkable, as 
we feared treason and the uncertainties of a future 
without the availability of weapons as an ‘insurance 
policy.’ We had not realised that peace needed to be­
come a one-way journey. The transition to civilian life 
risked the end not only of our life as a group, but also 
of an identity forged on the use of arms: of the social 
and political recognition we enjoyed as guerrilla mem­
bers. Finally, however, the support of the thousands 
of people that came to the Santo Domingo camp was 
the trigger that brought about our acceptance of the 
timeliness and potential of the process. The debate 
that took place within the movement eventually con­
vinced even the most sceptical members. The final 
decision to lay down our arms was put to a vote by all 
the members of M-19; there were only three votes 
against the decision. 

 “Laying down our arms was, to many of us, 

unthinkable, as we feared treason and the 

uncertainties of a future without the  

availability of weapons as an ‘insurance 

policy.’ We had not realised that peace 

needed to become a one-way journey.”

When the negotiation process was launched in 1989, 
I was one of M-19’s leaders, secretly living in Bogotá. 
Initially I barely believed that the process would succeed; 
however, after the Santo Domingo camp deliberations 
and vote, I was convinced. I was then entrusted with 

the task of paving the way and explaining the move­
ment’s decision, as it had been welcomed by some of 
our friends in the government and other political 
groups, and also persuading remaining skeptics. 
However, the success and stability of the process always 
depended on the attitude adopted regarding the use 
of weapons. An unambiguous attitude towards disarma­
ment was an absolute necessity. A strategy based on 
the communist principle of a ‘combination of all 
forms of struggle’—meaning that it was possible to 
talk about peace, accept war and not surrender any 
weapons—was detrimental and had no place within 
the peace process: we needed to break away from 
armed struggle. 

In fact, by the end of 1989, although both parties to 
the process had committed themselves to peace, the 
Pact that was to be included in a constitutional reform 
fell apart in Congress, and the constitutional reform 
bill was withdrawn. A whole year of work was lost. 
The question arose: Was it possible or advisable for us 
to return to war? In the words of Antonio Navarro 
Wolff, one M-19’s commanders, we decided to make 
“a leap of faith.”7

In January 1990 Pizarro and Antonio Navarro Wolff, 
M-19’s commanders, travelled to Bogotá and concluded 
an agreement with the presidential candidates of the 
Liberal Party: whoever won the elections had to com­
mit themselves to convene a National Constituent 
Assembly. After making this commitment, M-19 demo­
bilised on March 9, 1990: its arms were surrendered 
and melted down to ingots before the eyes of an inter­
national commission composed of politicians and 
military officers. Two days later, M-19 participated in 
the national elections as part of the Acción Nacionalista 
por la Paz (Nationalist Action for Peace), a coalition 
formed by M-19, the Democratic Front, Christian  
Democracy, and United Colombia, as well as a group 
of independent politicians. The results were surprising, 
especially taking into account the short campaign 
period: M-19’s commander arrived third in the race 
for mayor of Bogotá, and I was elected to Congress 
after a campaign that lasted less than three days. I 
view this less as a personal achievement than as an 
example of how powerful a favourable attitude and 
positive decision-making within the struggle for peace 
can be. In total, one mayor and five councillors in five 
different cities came from M-19. 

Meanwhile, a new national political movement 
emerged: the Alianza Democrática M-19, AD/M-19 
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(Democratic Alliance M-19, AD/M-19), under the 
leadership of M-19 and with the participation of left-
wing sectors and other regional civic and political 
groups. Pizarro became the first candidate of the 
movement to run for president, but was murdered in 
April 1990; the mass attendance at his funeral reflected 
the support the process had gained. Again, we had the 
choice between peace and a return to war; we chose 
peace, and put Navarro forward as a replacement 
candidate. Our decision to renounce violence was  
enthusiastically welcomed by the people, whose sup­
port was shown in the streets and through massive 
demonstrations. Indeed, Navarro received 12.5 per 
cent of the vote in the presidential elections, and 19 
M-19 candidates were elected to the new National 
Constituent Assembly in December 1990, making the 
party the second-largest political force in the Assembly. 
Furthermore, when the new Constitution was adopted 
and the old Congress revoked, our party won 22 seats—
although this represented a drop from second to third 
political place, behind the Colombian Liberal Party and 
tied with the Conservative Party of Andrés Pastrana. 

However, the party’s electoral success did not last. 
In subsequent elections, AD-M-19 did not run under 
a single and unified banner, instead fielding individual 
candidates. As a consequence, none of our candidates 
was elected to Congress, while at the local level, only 
a few were elected. It was only years later, thanks to the 
emergence of a new political force called Polo Democrá­
tico (Democratic Pole), that former guerrilla members 
and leaders of other left-wing parties started winning 
seats again in the Congress. Despite its loss of elec­
toral power, however, M-19’s peace strategy has won  
it a respected place in Colombia’s history. Although 
M-19 inspired resentment and rejection within some 
sectors, its attitude, awareness and timely demobilisa­
tion resulted in high levels of support—definitely not 
the same hostility shown today towards active armed 
groups. 

Some suggestions to consider
1. True security requires coherence between the means 
and the end: the decision to give up on war and com-
mit to peace, without having a foot in both camps. 
Words are not enough to build peace. It is essential to 
clearly differentiate the concepts and dynamics under­
lying the various processes at play: building peace 

during war is quite different from building it upon 
the renunciation of violence. Making peace an aim is 
not enough for it to become a strategy. 

2. Political transitions, including from war to peace, 
must be based on long-term, not short-term strategies.
Groups making the transition from fighting forces to 
democratic politics face many challenges. Becoming 
a political entity relies on knowing how to make  
alliances without loosing one’s own identity, and 
reaching a peace agreement entails understanding 
that your political opponent remains. M-19 failed  
to understand this. Likewise, we failed to bridge  
the gap between traditional power structures and  
the popular support needed to emerge as a new  
organisation. 

3. Reintegration must address practical needs, but 
must also keep in touch with the broader political 
dimension.
M-19’s reintegration mainly worked on a trial-and-
error basis. A lack of experience on all sides resulted 
in the faulty implementation of programmes vital to 
many demobilising combatants (loans, livelihood, 
housing, education, and health projects). Consequently, 
many former fighters faced difficulties in the first few 
years, trying to honour social and family commitments 
with no real source of income. This point notwithstand­
ing, negotiators must maintain a balance between the 
practicalities of economic and social reintegration of 
former combatants and the elaboration of political 
proposals. 

4. Reintegration requires an enabling legal framework. 
Legal frameworks for reintegration must include the 
suspension of criminal proceedings against guerrilla 
groups, amnesties, and the legal acknowledgement 
both of new political organisations and of their right 
to participate in elections. Such frameworks require 
close follow-up to ensure effective and correct imple­
mentation. Amnesties and mechanisms for access to 
electoral processes should be clear and adaptive. 

5. For guerrilla movements, becoming a legal political 
party poses security dilemmas. 
Special measures are necessary to guarantee the lives 
of former guerrilla members, who can be more vulner­
able to social violence than ordinary citizens. In M-19’s 
case, although security measures were agreed on, espe­
cially for commanders, these did not necessarily guar­
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antee that demobilised members—or indeed even 
commanders, as the murder of Carlos Pizarro showed—
would not be the target of attacks. 
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In early 2006, the first reports emerged that the 
Government of South Sudan (GoSS) had initiated 
talks with the Ugandan armed group the Lord’s 

Resistance Army/Movement (LRA/M) to bring about 
a negotiated end to the group’s long-running insurgency 
against the Government of Uganda (GoU).1 This was 
surprising, given that at the time the GoSS itself was 
barely a year old after coming into being as part of 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) of 2005 
between the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/
Army (SPLM/A) and the Khartoum-based Government 
of Sudan (GoS). The initiative was an unexpected devel­
opment for the international community because of 
the roles the LRA and SPLA had played in each others’ 
conflicts, and the LRA’s historically secretive nature.

The roots of the LRA conflict date back to the coming 
to power of the current Ugandan government of the 
National Resistance Movement (NRM) in 1986, whose 
rise to power was followed by the hard-handed pacifi­
cation of eastern and northern Uganda. The litany of 
the conflict is oft repeated: a spirit-possessed, unpre­
dictable leader of the LRA; the lack of a clear or articu­
lated political agenda by the LRA; widespread use of 
child soldiers, with estimates of abducted youth at 
60,000; and two million people displaced in northern 
Uganda. 

The Uganda–Sudan border has been the main theatre 
for the LRA conflict, with the region characterised by 
blurred boundaries and shadow economies, including 
a flourishing trade in small arms and ammunition.2 
The LRA moved into southern Sudanese territory around 
1993 to escape the Ugandan People’s Defence Forces 

(UPDF), and remained there intermittently through­
out the war related to that part of Sudan, becoming 
embroiled as an ally of the GoS against the SPLA. 
GoS support for the LRA was a reaction to the proxy 
arming of the SPLA by the NRM.3 

From August 2006 to early 2008, I was the disarma­
ment, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) adviser 
in response to a GoSS request to Denmark and (later) 
Sweden to support a negotiated solution to the pro­
tracted crisis. Acting for both Nordic countries, I was 
seconded to the Office of GoSS Vice-President and 
chief mediator Riek Machar as one of several support 
measures.4 I came to the assignment with a back­
ground in DDR, human rights and development work 
in Uganda dating back to 1993, when I was involved in 
the demobilisation of the then national army (now the 
Uganda People’s Defence Force, UPDF). In 2001–02  
I was stationed in Uganda as adviser to the Uganda 
Human Rights Commission and worked with the 
Uganda Amnesty Commission on the 2002 peace 
agreement between GoU and the Uganda National 
Rescue Front 2 in the West Nile sub-region.5

Background to the mediation process
If the GoSS’s extended hand was unexpected outside 
the region, it was perhaps less of a surprise for the 
people in northern Uganda and southern Sudan.  
For them, the conflicts have been connected by strong 
ethnic, cultural, economic and solidarity links between 
the two regions. In 2005, cultural leaders from  
northern Uganda extracted a promise from the late 
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SLPM/A leader John Garang to tackle the LRA ‘prob­
lem’ after the SPLM/A had agreed the peace accord 
with the GoS.6 

Earlier efforts to revive the peace talks and resolve 
the conflict from within Uganda, led by Betty Bigombe, 
had collapsed by 2005. Further raising the pressure, 
in October 2005, the International Criminal Court 
(ICC) unsealed its indictments against five of the top 
LRA commanders for alleged war crimes and crimes 
against humanity.7 Thus, the initiative of the fledgling 
GoSS to broker and internationalise a new mediation 
effort seemed to many both unlikely and unconvinc­
ing—a curiosity coming out of south Sudan’s no-man’s 
land. The UN Undersecretary-General for Humani­
tarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan 
Egeland was an important exception to the general 
disbelief of the GoSS offer.8 Indeed it was not uncom­
mon in those early days to hear the effort described as 
Egeland’s ‘rogue project.’

The architecture of the mediation initiative began 
small, with the GoSS working with a few peace inter­
national and religious NGOs and some support from 
Norway and Switzerland. It eventually grew to include 
former Mozambican President Chissano as the Spe­
cial Envoy of the UN Secretary General (SESG), and 
observers acting in ‘good office’ roles from Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC), Kenya, Mozambique, 
Tanzania, South Africa, Norway, Canada, the Euro­
pean Union (EU) and the United States. As the stature 
of the process grew, the international community, 
including the UN, saw possibilities for managing the 
tricky political situation presented by the LRA. It  
allowed them to describe the process as an ‘African 
solution for African problems’ while still supporting 
the ICC warrants.9 In practice, this meant that sup­
porters of the process could engage with the parties 
while still stating that a final peace agreement should 
adhere to the 1998 Rome Statute, which in principle 
allows national prosecution instead of prosecution by 
the ICC. Indeed, this key demand by the LRA has been 
agreed to by the GoU on condition that the LRA leader 
signs the Final Peace Agreement (FPA).

From its inception, the Juba process was criticised 
as fundamentally flawed by those who felt the media­
tion team had accepted LRA negotiators that did not 
adequately represent the LRA fighters on the ground. 
The GoSS mediation was also criticised for prioritis­
ing political demands from the Ugandan diaspora. 
Critics contended that talks should instead focus on 

personal security incentives and viable futures for 
LRA members and not be broadened to encompass 
the longer-term recovery and reconciliation issues 
inside Uganda, as this could imperil the process.10 
Meanwhile, the mediation process in late 2006 and 
early 2007 had to deal with ongoing military manoeu­
vring and clashes between the LRA and the UPDF 
around the assembly area in Eastern Equatoria. It was 
only in late 2007–early 2008 that LRA military actions 
in the DRC and Western Equatoria would dominate 
the security concerns. 

Thus, the process did not receive international 
support either for the merit of its chief mediator, Riek 
Machar, or for the solidity of its design and process. 
Rather, it was supported—in some instances reluctantly 
and late in the game—because it was considered the 
‘only game in town’ and one that possibly could deliver 
a compromise solution that in all likelihood would be 
difficult to achieve with a more straightforward UN-
mediated alternative or a bilateral arrangement of a 
few of the western donor countries organising talks 
with the LRA.11

Security on the Juba agenda:  
Strategy and tactics
As appears typical in most peace processes, there were 
major gaps between the rhetoric, process and practice of 
addressing security issues as part of the negotiations in 
Juba. When security arrangements are highly contested, 
the space to apply good practice can be exceedingly 
narrow. One of the first challenges was to achieve some 
semblance of on-table parity between the parties. The 
LRA has never controlled any territory (unlike, for 
example, the SPLA), and its political agenda was at best 
obscure, linked to old grievances within the 1985 self-
exiled Ugandan diaspora. However, the LRA had been 
around so long that it could also adopt ‘new griev­
ances’ against the NRM government.12 These included 
undemocratic rule by the NRM with an unrepresenta­
tive national army, i.e., the UPDF, and the political 
and economic marginalisation of people from northern 
and eastern Uganda—specifically the lack of regional 
representation in government and forced displace­
ment. The ICC indictments and the group’s inclusion on 
international terrorist lists further complicated matters. 
The GoSS stood accused of promoting negotiations 
with known terrorists and indicted war criminals.
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 “. . . there were major gaps between the 

rhetoric, process and practice of addressing 

security issues as part of the negotiations 

in Juba.”

While the mediation team had a strategy on DDR, 
what conditions were ‘right’ to bring it to fruition is a 
complex question. The incomplete status of the FPA 
(which awaits Joseph Kony’s signature) means we are 
not yet able to judge whether the basic minimum 
conditions for negotiating security arrangements  
and DDR were in place. In the following sections I 
first explore what was seen as ‘given’ on DDR in the 
negotiations; secondly, when in the Juba process  
DDR was formally discussed; thirdly, who was actually 
doing the negotiating on security issues, particularly 
on whose authority and with what claim to legitimacy 
of representation. Finally, I discuss possible options 
for talking about DDR differently within both the 

constraints and dynamics of an overall negotiation  
process.

Negotiating DDR in Juba
The final agreement outlines a segmented DDR. A clear 
distinction was made between the disarmament and 
demobilisation phases on Sudanese soil with UN involve­
ment and a Ugandan-led reintegration programme.13 
It also stipulates that disarmament and demobilisa­
tion shall be guided by the 2006 UN Integrated DDR 
Standards (IDDRS), the operational viability of which 
is yet to be proven.14 The IDDRS include a rights-based 
set of detailed prescriptions and good practice covering 
a host of issues such as the handing in of weapons; child 
protection; and preferences for so-called community-
based approaches to reintegration. Yet the agreement 
actually does not borrow heavily from the IDDRS; 
instead it defers to national experience and approaches. 
There is one significant exception: the incorporation 
of emerging good practice related to the inclusion of 
women in DDR through specifically designed pro­

Vice President of Southern Sudan Riek Machar Teny arrives by UN helicopter to host peace talks with Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) leader Joseph Kony near the Congolese border.  
Panos/Photographer © Petterik Wiggers.
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grammes with separate earmarked funding: “As far 
as possible funding for specific measures for women 
and girls in the reintegration phase of the DDR process 
shall be earmarked for that purpose.”15

The reintegration focus
The DDR protocol refers to non-UN solutions and 
instead highlights Ugandan experience and existing 
recovery reintegration programming.16 In doing so, the 
protocol does not attempt to set the highest possible 
standards for reintegration, but instead leaves them to 
comprehensive dialogues on policy, early recovery and 
DDR practice taking place in Uganda. Perhaps counter-
intuitively, negotiating a comprehensive reintegration 
programme for the LRA combatants currently ‘in the 
bush’ was never a high priority. Rather, for reasons 
explained below, mediators worked to ensure that any 
LRA reintegration fit into the ongoing programmes 
already in place under existing recovery and develop­
ment programming in Uganda. 

This approach was possible for two reasons. First, 
the GoU, with massive support from its donors, had 
made significant strides in preparing its Peace Recovery 
and Development Programme (PRDP) that included 
reintegration programming for ex-combatants (although 
to date it has not begun). Second, the DDR protocols 
were aiming to cover LRA forces still in the bush,  
estimated at only 1,000 to 3,000 individuals. In com­
parison, the Uganda Amnesty Commission reported 
its ongoing reinsertion17 programme already covered 
about 12,500 former LRA combatants by August 
2008.18 In addition, nearly 2 million people (90 per­
cent of the northern population) would be resettling 
as result of a peace agreement. Hence, the aim in Juba 
was to negotiate transitional reintegration: a short, 
targeted programme aimed at establishing sufficient 
security and minimum basic conditions for long-term 
development.19 

DDR planners inside Uganda, for example from 
the World Bank Multi-Country Demobilization and 
Reintegration Program (MDRP, see Box 1), worried 
that the Juba agreement on reintegration would set a 
higher standard or range of benefits than for those 
previously disarmed and result in ‘retroactive eligi­
bility’, leading to thousands of former LRA back in 
civilian life claiming new benefits. This situation had 
to be dealt with in Aceh for example, and needs to be 
carefully factored in by negotiators.20

The demobilisation focus
Demobilisation was also conceived as concerning only 
the current force of the LRA. In principle (and from a 
northern Uganda local security sector perspective), one 
could have argued that a wider approach was needed, 
in particular one that linked the disarmament and 
demobilisation of the LRA with that of auxiliary 
forces (i.e. the ethnic militias) that were organised by 
the Ugandan government in 2002–2003 to expel the 
LRA from Uganda.22 

As the LRA was outside Uganda, from the outset it 
was evident that demobilisation would include cross-
border movement from Sudan and reception of (former) 
LRA members in Uganda. Under the given conditions 
the implementation mechanisms for disarmament and 
demobilisation by the UN in Sudan and nationally 
owned and led reintegration programming in Uganda 
were de facto de-linked. The prominent role of the 
UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) would be similar to 
that of the UN Mission in the DRC (MONUC), which 
dealt with the return of Rwandan combatants from 
DRC. Once inside Uganda, UN agencies would need 
to find an appropriate role in recovery and reintegra­
tion taking account of determined political leadership 
by GoU and pre-existing donor coordination and aid 
harmonisation arrangements. The GoU had requested  
the MDRP—a partnership that included key UN  
organisations—to take the lead role on reintegration 
programming for ex-combatants, including those from 
the LRA.

Box 3.1   
The World Bank Multi-Country  
Demobilization and Reintegration  
Program
Launched in 2002, the Multi-Country Demobilization and 

Reintegration Program (MDRP) is a multi-agency effort to 

support a regional planning and financing framework for the 

demobilisation and reintegration of ex-combatants in the 

Great Lakes region. The MDRP targets an estimated 415,000 

combatants in seven countries: Angola, Burundi, the Central 

African Republic, DRC, the Republic of Congo, Rwanda, and 

Uganda. The program is financed by the World Bank and 13 

donors—Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Ger-

many, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, the 

United Kingdom and the European Commission—and col-

laborates with over 30 partner organisations, including UN 

agencies, the African Development Bank, the EU, and NGOs.21
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The disarmament focus
The mediation team felt that options for disarmament 
outcomes were straightforward. First, the LRA could 
hand over its weapons to the UPDF after assembly in 
northern Uganda. While this struck some as unlikely, 
one has to recall that this is how the GoU settled with 
the UNRF II in 2002. In this case, all weapons were 
handed directly to the UPDF and a large part of the 
UNRF II was integrated in the UPDF.23 A second option 
was that the SPLA could receive the LRA weapons. 
There is a realist attraction in this scenario, as the 
SPLA are interested in strengthening their capacity and 
would likely welcome the influx of weapons. However, 
neither option is palatable to the international actors 
involved. Firstly, endorsing even only as witnesses,  
a possible agreement that would formally agree to  
increase the arsenal of the SPLA would be a political 
mistake in the context of the Sudan 2005 Compre­
hensive Peace Agreement and UNMIS’s mandate on 
DDR. Secondly, the IDDRS paradigm that to “increase 
security, reducing the number of weapons in circula­
tion remains a central goal of DDR” clearly speaks to 
internationally preferred outcome of any negotiation 
on disarmament.24

 “Pragmatism often trumps ideals in DDR 

and the mediation team felt that reducing 

the threat posed by LRA military capabilities 

was amenable to political intervention.” 

In fact, the GoSS mediation had no a priori buy-in 
regarding international involvement in the disarma­
ment exercise. Indeed, as I elaborate later in this paper, 
the mediation team had been advised to avoid includ­
ing the UN in the Cessation of Hostilities Monitoring 
Team (CHMT). Furthermore, there was awkwardness 
about the collaboration between GoSS and UNMIS 
on security matters.25 

The mediation team thus set out to find common 
ground between the parties; if that meant that weapons 
deposition would be handled ‘pragmatically’ rather 
than within the confines of ‘international standards’ 
it would be considered and a bridge to cross once it 
was reached. Pragmatism often trumps ideals in DDR 
and the mediation team felt that reducing the threat 

posed by LRA military capabilities was amenable to 
political intervention. The primary challenge was to 
entice the LRA to seek a political solution. Weapons 
control focussed on the LRA’s military leadership was 
conceptualised as a way to reach armed fighters, not as 
a means of extracting and destroying the LRA arsenal.

Bringing DDR into the peace talks
Officially started in July 2006, the Juba process was 
protracted, with repeated walkouts and foot dragging 
by the LRA. It lost momentum in the second half of 
2007. While the mediation team was busy trying to 
figure out how best to move forward with the scenario 
described above, international actors played a sur­
prising (and not so welcome) role in determining the 
timeframe of negotiations by controlling the purse 
strings. By late 2007–early 2008, donors to the UN fund 
supporting the Juba negotiations and actors—most 
notably the United States—had put the 31st of January 
2008 as a de facto deadline on the talks.26 The intrica­
cies and possible merits of this development are outside 
the scope of this paper. However, when the time came 
for serious negotiations on DDR, there was no politi­
cal space for a thorough but slow approach to engage 
the LRA and the GoU along the lines of a mediation-
team developed military sub-committee.

The GoU and the LRA agreed on a five-point agenda: 
cessation of hostilities, comprehensive solutions, account­
ability and reconciliation, permanent ceasefire, and 
DDR. As part of the agreed agenda, in between talking 
about security arrangements and DDR, negotiations 
were to centre on accountability and reconciliation 
issues, including the ICC indictments; and a political 
settlement, referred to as ‘comprehensive solutions.’ 
These two issues, especially the ICC indictments, 
were commonly seen as the contentious core of  
negotiations. 

Talks first focused on achieving a cessation of hos­
tilities agreement (CoHA), and would conclude with 
agreements on a permanent ceasefire and DDR. Strictly 
speaking, therefore, disarmament was on the agenda 
from the outset. At a superficial level, the manner in 
which DDR was approached in Juba resonates with 
some of the good practice suggested in recent times, 
especially the retention of expert advice, preferably 
throughout the negotiations.27 Complementary to my 
involvement, UNICEF staff advised the mediation 
team since early 2006 until the end of the formal 
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DDR negotiations in February 2008, focusing on child 
protection, with a DDR component. 

However, a strategic perspective on how to negotiate 
DDR as part of wider security arrangements only emerged 
during the process—as is commonly the case. In the 
ebb and flow of peace negotiations, DDR is typically 
placed towards the end. DDR was seen, incorrectly I 
believe, as a technical matter easily subjugated by politi­
cal expediency, not unlike what has been described  
as the attitude in the Abuja talks on Darfur conflict 
where technical expertise on negotiating security  
arrangements was disregarded and political expedi­
ency determined rushing negotiations and buy-in on 
such arrangements.28 

From the outset, political-legal challenges towered 
over any possibility of addressing security arrange­
ments head–on. But the parties were willing to discuss 
aspects in the context of specific tasks such as assembly 
arrangements for the LRA; or type of access required 
for military monitors. It was when these opportuni­
ties arose that mediators could plant seeds they hoped 
to nurture at a later stage in the talks. 

Considerable progress was made when budding 
security arrangements became part of the CoHA of 
August 2006. This agreement—the first of its kind in 
over two decades of war—determined issues such as 
assembly of the LRA and no-go areas for the UPDF. 
Evidently, the mediators saw the assembly areas as 
precursors to disarmament and demobilisation sites: 
hence the agreement on locations was an important 
step forward. Another notable achievement of the CoHA 
was the establishment of a Cessation of Hostilities 
Monitoring Team (CHMT), the first technical forum 
where LRA and UPDF military personnel would work 
together. Without prematurely pressing the matter, the 
mediation team saw the CHMT as precursor to a type 
of technical-military sub-committee of the type that 
was an element of the peace talks in El Salvador: “a sub-
committee composed of commanders of the armed 
forces and the FMLN and assisted by UN experts.”29 

The second point on the agenda took place under 
the broad heading ‘comprehensive solutions.’ In fact, 
this was a catch-all title suggested by the mediation 
team to allow the GoU to maintain that negotiating 
political issues would be kept at a minimum; the alter­
native ‘political solutions’ had previously been flatly 
rejected. At the same time, the title allowed the LRA 
to claim that the national scope and the discussion of 
historical root causes of the conflict would be on the 

table in any comprehensive discussion. The protocols 
on this agenda item covered participation in national 
politics, return, resettlement and rehabilitation of in­
ternally displaced persons (IDPs) and economic and 
social development of areas affected by the war. The 
latter, of course, is an important aspect of the reintegra­
tion component of DDR. Clause 18 of Comprehensive 
Solutions protocol in May 2007 established the PRDP 
as the leading process for recovery and development.

An important example of how and when agreements 
relevant to DDR were woven into the protocols is the 
institutional arrangements for security organs that 
were also part of the comprehensive solutions protocol. 
Clause 8.2 established that “members of the LRA who 
are willing and qualify shall be integrated into the 
national armed forces and other security agencies in 
accordance with subsequent agreements between the 
parties.”30 Achieving this primer clause was a critical 
milestone, and sets the stage for a two-track dissolu­
tion of the LRA—one ‘military to military’, the other 
‘military to civilian’. What is perhaps less evident is 
that it increased the possibility that at some point 
LRA weapons would end up in the UPDF armoury: 
that LRA combatants at some point will integrate in 
the UPDF taking their weapons with them.

Lack of engagement and one-sided access
 “The LRA should swallow their pride and know that 
this is mere soft landing for them. We shall not disclose 
our strength, neither shall we disband the UPDF.” 

—Government of Uganda negotiator, 200631 

In August 2006, the make-up of the GoU delegation 
suggested that its real concern was keeping the talks 
limited to security. Its position was that the negotiations 
were with a militarily spent force without a political 
cause or agenda. In this scenario, DDR was supposedly 
at the core of the ‘soft landing’ on offer to the LRA.32 
“The LRA should swallow their pride and know that 
this is mere soft landing for them. We shall not disclose 
our strength, neither shall we disband the UPDF,” was 
the incensed retort from the GoU negotiator when the 
LRA in its initial position paper on DDR claimed that 
the UPDF, “like any post-colonial Ugandan army, was 
not national in character.”33 The LRA demanded: “In 
their place, Uganda shall constitute and build a new 
national army that guarantees security, peace and sus­
tainable prosperity of the people of Uganda.”34
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There was a remarkable mismatch between the 
number and seniority of security actors in the GoU 
and LRA delegations. GoU security sector delegates 
were high-powered and included the head of central 
military intelligence of the UPDF, as well as the director 
of Uganda’s external security organ. Their ‘counter­
parts’ on the LRA side had military backgrounds from 
previous Ugandan armies and were drawn from the 
diaspora. The lack of parity was glaring, but also  
reflected the attitudes of both sides. The GoU was 
saying: these talks are not about politics but security 
(viz. the ‘soft landing’ language), while the LRA’s  
position was the reverse. Thus the LRA, especially, 
used access to and direct involvement by its military 
commanders as a key bargaining chip. 

Persistent efforts by GoSS mediators failed to con­
vince the LRA to match the GoU’s delegate composi­
tion. In fact, at some point this pressure threatened  
to derail the talks, as evidenced by top LRA com­
manders’ flat refusal to negotiate directly in Juba  
and their demand—not for the last time—to change 
mediators.35 

A key issue was who on the LRA side was actually 
accessible to negotiate security arrangements. After 
the LRA’s refusal to engage in talks directly through 

their own senior (read: credible) military representa­
tives, the mediation team continued to talk to a LRA 
delegation without any direct representatives from the 
military high command. In part because the media­
tion team could not get the direct engagement of the 
LRA military high command, the DDR expert for 
some time doubled as adviser to the CHMT, among 
other roles, to invest in relationship-development. 
The view was that the CHMT provided a platform for 
confidence-building with LRA military representa­
tives. Eventually, it was reasoned, the three forces that 
made up the CHMT—the SPLA, the UPDF and the 
LRA—would invariably be involved in disarmament 
and demobilisation exercise. The mediation team felt 
they had achieved a breakthrough when three LRA 
officers joined the CHMT in September 2006. 

It was hoped that these military workings would 
morph in time into a technical working group on DDR, 
but this was not to be. When the time came to formally 
discuss DDR, LRA participation in the CHMT had 
dwindled to one person. This reduction took place in 
the aftermath of the purported execution by senior LRA 
leaders of Vincent Otti—the LRA’s second-in command 
and the mediation’s main military interlocutor—in 
October 2007. 

At Ri-Kwangba in Sudan, families of SPLA fighters welcome the delegations from the LRA and the Government of Southern Sudan, who were due to hold peace talks. Panos/Photographer © Petterik Wiggers.
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The demise of Otti was a blow from which the Juba 
talks never fully recovered. In January 2008, with the 
talks under duress by externally-imposed deadlines, 
two key LRA interlocutors in the CHMT were fired, 
allegedly for being too close to Otti.36 Thus, in February 
2008 when the protocols on a permanent ceasefire and 
DDR were negotiated and signed, there was no signifi­
cant engagement of LRA military commanders. 

Missed opportunities?
William Zartman, a leading mediation theorist, asks 
questions that are almost too close for comfort for many 
practitioners, myself included.37 Were there viable alter­
natives? Not new, but existing practice tried and tested 
in other processes that was overlooked, dismissed or 
even declined for consideration? Did the international 
actors appropriately manage the factors under our 
control, such as flow of funds, the phasing in and 
consolidation of the office of the SESG, the timeliness 
of available expertise, and the quality of and the will­
ingness of collaboration, amongst other elements? 

On reflection alternative decision-making could 
have occurred but as every practitioner knows, things 
rarely go to plan and the ability to improvise is key. 
After the initial euphoria in the wake of the CoHA in 
September–October 2006, the first signs were showing 
of the eventual disconnect between progress on the 
political track and tangible security improvements 
and implementation of security concessions by the 
LRA. At the same time, from the vantage point of the 
mediation team’s DDR negotiators and based on the 
information made available, it was near impossible to 
gauge UPDF movements in Sudan. The critical issue 
on the ground was to reach an agreement whereby the 
LRA would leave Uganda and assemble in Owiny-Ki-Bul 
just across the border in Sudan’s Eastern Equatoria 
province. 

Internally, the mediation team was struggling with 
the CHMT immediately after the signing of the CoHA. 
It is one thing to celebrate the real political achieve­
ment that the parties had agreed to on paper, but as 
soon as the ink was dry, there was a predictable 
scramble to develop an operational, well-equipped 
and fully-funded monitoring mission—all within a 
few days. Equally as important, we needed the CHMT 
to involve the African Union (AU). International–
African presence and the prestige of the AU was an 
assurance that the mediation team gave the LRA in 

August 2006. This offer addressed their concerns 
about the SPLA as neutral guarantor of its security. 
Not surprisingly, for the LRA it was a major leap to 
trust the SPLA, a force they had been fighting, and one 
that had strong personal and operational links with 
the UPDF. The African participation in the CHMT 
would not materialise until May 2008, until after the 
intervention of the SESG. Superficially, we might draw 
the lesson that improving the standing and rapid re­
sponse capacities of the AU is important. The banal 
reality is that a few AU officers arriving in Juba within 
a few days could have made a major impact on momen­
tum and trust. It may also have lessened the tendency 
to be lenient on the LRA regarding its obligation to 
assemble and be accessible for the CHMT—issues that 
would plague the Juba process. 

In late August 2006, the UN informally offered  
advice to the mediation team not to commit the UN 
to the CoHA or as a member of the CHMT. However, 
both the LRA and GoU delegations had accepted, and 
in fact welcomed, an earlier draft CoHA formulation 
that included the UN in this monitoring role. Whereas 
an AU contingent evidently needed a reasonable mobi­
lisation time, even under the best of circumstances, 
UNMIS’s resources and personnel on the ground made 
a quick technical response a viable option, at least in 
principle. But it was not forthcoming.

 “There are three main peacekeeping  

operations in the region: MONUC in Congo, 

UNMIS in South Sudan, and EUFOR in the 

Central African Republic (and Chad). While 

these three missions have a mutual  

problem in the LRA, little has been done to 

coordinate efforts on intelligence sharing 

or strategizing to deal with the threat from 

a regional perspective.”38

As noted, linking the CoHA monitoring to the wider 
UNMIS monitoring never materialised; instead, the 
CHMT (with some bilateral technical assistance) stood 
rather isolated until military observers from five African 
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countries arrived. But even after this contingent came 
the CHMT remained a somewhat awkward entity as 
it was monitoring a peace process with cross-border 
tentacles in four countries, three of which were covered 
by different UN missions. Later, analysts pointed out 
what the mediation team and the CHMT had been 
struggling with 18 months prior: “There are three main 
peacekeeping operations in the region: MONUC in 
Congo, UNMIS in South Sudan, and EUFOR in the 
Central African Republic (and Chad). While these 
three missions have a mutual problem in the LRA, little 
has been done to coordinate efforts on intelligence 
sharing or strategizing to deal with the threat from a 
regional perspective.”39 On November 30 2008, Joseph 
Kony again failed to sign the FPA while allegations and 
evidence of LRA military operations, abductions and 
killings in south Sudan and DRC were mounting.40 

Negotiating security issues in Juba was further blind-
sided by an unwillingness to find ways to systemati­
cally share, or at least triangulate, available intelligence 
data. On several occasions one of the UN agencies 
would impromptu share UN security assessments 
with the mediation team. However, throughout the 
two years of the Juba process the mediation team’s 
DDR negotiators and the CHMT leadership achieved 
neither a hands-on UNMIS–CHMT collaboration, nor 
formalised procedures for managing the very real and 
difficult arrangement of a two-tier monitoring system. 
In effect UNMIS was monitoring the monitors. 

Assembly in name: Owiny-Ki-Bul
In the CoHA two LRA’s assembly areas were identified 
on Sudanese soil: Ri-Kwangba in Western Equatoria 
for the main LRA force already at that time camped 
in the adjacent Garamba National Park in the DRC, 
and Owiny-Ki-Bul, Eastern Equatoria. The midpoint 
of the latter (it turned out) was less than 30 kilometres 
across the northern Uganda-southern Sudan border. 
Owiny-Ki-Bul assembly area was key, in principle, to 
extracting the LRA from Uganda and create a situa­
tion were the UPDF and LRA would not clash. The 
peace negotiations needed this precondition. However, 
it became an immediate problem that Owiny-Ku-Bul 
assembly area’s precise location and perimeter were 
not specified with sufficient detail. This led to signifi­
cant operational difficulties that were compounded by 
the clause requiring the LRA reach that assembly area 
within three weeks (i.e. before the end of September 

2006). As noted earlier, the LRA military command’s 
refusal to engage in senior level talks led to proxies in 
the LRA’s political delegation negotiating the security 
arrangements, including the assembly areas. When a 
deal was possible under these circumstances, the media­
tion team and the GoU were the ones who made it. 

The first substantive meeting of the CHMT took 
place on-site in Owiny-Ki-Bul in early October. I was 
assigned to advise the CHMT on this mission and was 
disturbed by the implications of the lack of military 
definition and precision in the delineation of the area. 
It was a considerable—and literally ‘on the ground’—
mediation challenge to get the LRA and UPDF officers 
in the CHMT to formally agree on a method of deline­
ation that, out of context, are basic: a geographical 
centre, a radius and a perimeter. It was not until  
November 2006 that these technical details were 
agreed in the addenda to the CoHA. 

 “I will not allow my team to go to Owinyi-

Ki-Bul. Let them stay in the bushes there 

and if possible be killed one by one and 

not as a group in Owinyi-Ki-Bul. I will not 

allow that because I know it could be a 

plan on my people.”

—Vincent Otti, 200641

But as these specifics were put on paper it was already 
clear that the assembly area, with a southern edge just 
15 kilometres away from the Ugandan border, was not 
a tenable location, as it offered no strategic depth or 
response time to the LRA if attacked. Conversely, the 
LRA retained the capability to strike targets in northern 
Uganda in a matter of hours. As early as late October 
2006, the mediation team started putting the case to 
high-level UPDF officers in Kampala that insisting on 
two assembly areas (aimed at keeping the LRA forces 
separated in two groups with the Nile between them) 
would be unworkable. Indeed, security in Eastern 
Equatoria subsequently deteriorated, threatening the 
whole process. The LRA never assembled but remained 
close enough to the formal assembly areas for the talks 
to continue.
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In April 2007 the SESG secured a formal agree­
ment between the parties to abandon the idea of an 
assembly area in Eastern Equatoria, a major political 
achievement that put the negotiations back on track. 
There was renewed optimism when breakthrough 
protocols were signed in May and June of that year 
that included pointer clauses to, especially, UN Secu­
rity Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and 
Security.42 At the time, I expressed serious concern 
about this political progress moving too far ahead of 
the security arrangements, which lagged. Yet, in reality, 
few real advances had been made. The LRA severely 
limited access to its representatives on the ground to 
an advance party in the remaining assembly area on 
the Sudan–DRC border. The main military LRA inter­
locutor there was second-in-command Vincent Otti. 
The LRA’s main force was in the general area but, 
strictly speaking, not assembled. It was only accessible 
on its own terms and mainly encamped in the DRC.

On the other hand, by June 2007—in contrast to 
the jumbled and improvised start-up of the CHMT—
food deliveries, operations systems and procedures 
seemed to have taken hold. The AU observers were in 
place, and Denmark and Canada had provided bilateral 
technical assistance to strengthen the CHMT. After 
initial weaknesses had been ironed out, the UN-operated 
support fund for the Juba process became operational. 
The Juba Initiative Fund, launched by UN OCHA in 
October 2006 with an initial budget of USD 4.8 million, 
would support the negotiations and the CHMT until 
it was closed in June 2008.43

Military dialogue in the CHMT was improving and 
it seemed we were on route to a military sub-committee. 
The mediation team took two new tactical lines: direct 
engagement on ceasefire and DDR discussions with 
one or more non-indicted senior LRA commanders, 
and a joint strategy and firm technical working rela­
tions with the SESG team (that had just added a senior 
military adviser). 

We began DDR sensitisation of LRA officers in the 
CHMT and LRA on the ground in the assembly area. 
At the same time, we began to plan a joint mission to 
Uganda of DDR negotiators advising the GoSS (UNICEF 
and myself) and the SESG’s aforementioned senior 
military adviser. But these plans did not come to frui­
tion. Contractual issues and other matters normally 
fully within operational control came in the way. Per­
sonal relationships were lost. The SESG team reinforced 
the politics-first approach without quietly putting in 

place measures to bridge the collaboration gap on  
security monitoring between the CHMT—which now 
included a very important contingent of monitors 
from African countries—and UNMIS. Indeed, it was 
only very late in the process (February 2008) that the 
UNMIS/UNDDR unit in Juba conducted an impromptu 
workshop on DRR at the request of the mediation team. 
Despite a job well done on extremely short notice, the 
workshop could only ever have a modest outcome. 
That the GoU refused to attend reflected the chaotic 
politics of the time. Only the LRA political delegation 
attended, with LRA military representatives and AU 
military observers also not present. 

As political attention in the latter half of 2007 cen­
tred around what turned out to be an eight-month 
suspension of negotiations, the impact of factors extra­
neous to the DDR negotiations described earlier came 
to the fore. Otti was allegedly killed on orders of the 
LRA supreme commander, leaving the mediation 
without its main military interlocutor, and the gap was 
never filled. Joseph Kony then refused direct contact 
with the chief mediator and the SESG. Internationally 
sanctioned deadlines set the pace of the Juba talks, 
which resulted in fast-tracking the negotiations around 
security arrangements. On the LRA side, credible 
military interlocutors were reduced to one individual 
on the CHMT. Despite several attempts to convince 
the LRA delegation that the time had come to include 
the available military expertise in its negotiation team, 
the LRA decided against this. 

Conclusion
DDR was a formal point of negotiation through the 
Juba process. Thematic assistance, including specific 
expertise on children and women, was available to 
the mediation team early on and throughout the 
process. On paper, the outcome reflects a progressive 
approach to DDR with ample reference to international 
standards, including the IDDRS and UNSCR 1325 and 
1612.44 Yet inevitably, it is difficult to be conclusive 
about a process that is still open-ended. From the 
outset, the Achilles heel of the Juba negotiations was 
the necessity to rely on proxy negotiators. 

Without a signature from the LRA High Command 
on the Final Peace Agreement, it is too early to tell if 
the DDR elements agreed will become the reference 
point for what promises to be an onerous implemen­
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tation process. The ‘nothing is agreed before every­
thing is agreed’ principle applied in Aceh is playing 
out very differently in the LRA case.45 

Negotiating security arrangements is foremost a 
political matter: the art of the possible, rather than 
the pursuit of the perfect. DRR is no substitute for 
political will; the Juba process is neither the first nor 
the last laboriously negotiated document that may 
never move beyond peace on paper. The protocol is 
silent on many of the points that a progressive doc­
trine of security management calls for. There is no 
commitment for LRA weapons to be handed over for 
destruction to the UN or the AU, for example. What 
was achievable at the time included the endorsement 
on paper of a formal commitment to the IDDRS. In 
principle, this commitment opens the door to applying 
higher standards. It would also include full technical 
involvement of the UN that sets the stage for what 
would be a ceasefire monitoring team with a military 
sub-committee (finally).

In the eight months since the LRA delegation ini­
tialed the FPA implementation plan (including the 
interlinked security arrangements spelled out in the 
formal ceasefire and DDR protocols), progress has 
been held up as Kony has not signed the FPA. Funda­
mentally, implementing DDR is contingent on con­
current progress on securing the necessary national 
justice mechanisms to satisfy the international justice 
criteria of the ICC. 

After flouting yet another deadline on November 30, 
2008, Kony appears likely to “soon reshuffle his nego­
tiating team to bring on board some rebel commanders,” 
according to media reports.46 Ironically, this would 
reverse the parties’ positions from when the process 
started, with the GoU stressing political process and 
the LRA (finally) being ready to include direct mili­
tary actors in its delegation. There is, however, also the 
fact that in March 2008 the GOSS declared the talks 
closed and formally there are no negotiations. Neither 
is the GoU willing to reopen talks.

One should not overlook the fact that signing the 
FPA introduces a formal role for the UN in what will 
be a cross-border DDR exercise. It is also important 
to be aware of the fact that during the signing dead­
lock, the financial and organisational infrastructure 
supporting the Juba peace process has all but been dis­
mantled. Resuscitating it will take time and effort. More 
international understanding and quiet support should 

have been forthcoming to plan and prepare for the possi­
bility of success: in case the LRA signs, it will be neces­
sary to be ready to have the FPA arrangements such as 
the Ceasefire Monitoring Team (especially its AU com­
ponent and UN liaison team) in place and operational. 

Instead, in southern Sudan the process seems to 
hinge foremost on the personal tenacity of the GoSS 
chief mediator. The office of the SESG continues to be 
focused mostly on responding to political exigencies. 
The need and opportunity to use delays in the politi­
cal process for discrete technical preparations for 
possible implementation of the negotiated security 
arrangements have been ignored, and implementation 
of the crucial first steps of disarmament and demo­
bilisation risks becoming a case study of ‘functional 
ignorance.’47 

Some suggestions to consider
1. DDR—especially the two Ds—is intricately linked 
to and determined by the security arrangements 
put in place during peace talks.
The implication for good practice is that mediation 
teams consistently need to include expertise that  
can manage the continuum from peace talks to  
implementation. 

2. Helping to build and support the negotiation and 
conflict management skills of members of armed 
groups willing to engage in negotiations is an area 
in need of greater activity from a range of actors.
Adversaries are typically not well-schooled in negoti­
ating with each other, and armed groups particularly, 
could benefit from exposure to insights from former 
rebels. 

3. Security programming by development agencies 
can be more proactive.
Development agencies can play a far greater role in 
facilitating more considered appreciation by conflict 
parties of security arrangements and options for parties 
to peace processes, rather than viewing their role as 
typically limited to post-agreement implementation. 

4. Sharing intelligence and people-power on the 
ground is vital to further a shared goal—the nego-
tiated end of armed conflict.
This is critical, not the least in conflicts that play out 
in several countries with different UN missions.
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