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Reintegration and  Reconciliation in Conflict:  Experience and Lessons
KEY POINTS

· There are valuable lessons to be learned from the use of reintegration and reconciliation in conflicts.  But, as commonly understood, these approaches are overwhelmingly used after a political settlement has been reached, not as a means of achieving one.
· ‘Reintegration’ and ‘reconciliation’ can sometimes be better understood as co-option of elements of armed groups, and negotiation with their leaderships, respectively.

· Governments have exploited splits within armed groups, and co-opted elements of them.  But almost always from a position of strength.

· Negotiated settlements are often (eventually) reached in conflicts.  But they rarely emerge when any side still believes it can win militarily.  They take genuine negotiation, and time.
DETAIL
1.
‘Reintegration’ and ‘reconciliation’ have become commonplace approaches to contemporary conflict.  This note:

· sets out how ‘reintegration’ and ‘reconciliation’ are generally understood by conflict practitioners and academics.

· provides lessons on how each works to best effect, and risks to be mitigated.

· offers some preliminary comparative thoughts from previous attempts at co-option of and negotiation with non-state armed groups in internal conflicts.

Where countries are cited as examples of a particular phenomenon, this is illustrative only.

Reintegration and reconciliation:  what are they?
2.
The UN defines reintegration as ‘the process by which ex-combatants acquire civilian status and gain sustainable employment and income’.  As part of ‘DDR’ it is inextricably linked to the disarmament and demobilization of armed groups.  Reintegration is a long-term process, distinct from ‘reinsertion’ which provides ex-combatants with short-term assistance packages (food, clothes, shelter etc.) to meet their immediate needs upon demobilization.  Reintegration is also distinct from recruitment of militia fighters into state security structures.  Reintegration is primarily a post-conflict phenomenon, and is rarely attempted during ongoing hostilities.

3.
Reconciliation has many meanings.  Examples include “restoring broken relationships and learning to live non-violently with radical differences” and “a process of mutual accommodation comprised of acknowledgement of past wrongdoing and contrition from perpetrators in exchange for forgiveness offered by the victims”.
  But central to most conceptions are that reconciliation:  is a societal process, involving all levels of society, combatants and non-combatants alike; is more than just accommodation or political deal-making; and requires addressing past wrongs and atrocities.

Lessons and risks of reintegration
4.
As part of DDR, well over 60 reintegration programmes have been launched since the late 1980s.  Over one million ex-combatants have participated in such programmes.  And in 2007 these programmes’ annual aggregate cost exceeded $630 million.  Programmes in e.g. Guatemala, Mozambique and Somaliland have been generally considered successful, alongside failures in Angola, the DRC and Afghanistan.  But the evidence by which to judge reintegration’s success is weak:  reintegration cannot save a flawed peace settlement, and can only support a promising one; whether a conflict resumes or not may say little about how well reintegration of ex-combatants was conducted.  Studies in Sierra Leone and Liberia suggested that fighters’ participation or not in a DDR programme had little impact on whether they successfully reintegrated into society, thus questioning the value of active reintegration programming.
5.
Whatever the impact of reintegration programmes on long-term conflict outcomes, most experts agree on the need for measures to address the needs of bands of (mostly) armed young men at war’s end.  Hence the many components of reintegration programmes that have been pursued:  vocational training, ongoing payments linked to continued civilian status, job creation, counselling, micro-grants and –credits etc.  But reintegration programmes carry their own risks, including that they can:

· Be used for political gain.  In Liberia and elsewhere, militia leaders have used their responsibility for determining who is eligible to enter DDR programmes as a source of patronage. Reintegration programmes often entrench rather than undermine commanders’ control over fighters and communities.

· Lead to widespread theft, e.g. as militias report vastly inflated numbers of fighters to be eligible for benefits.  Or as commanders steal from their troops.

· Create ‘moral hazard’, as international actors risk rewarding perpetrators of violence and disadvantaging their victims, while entrenching gender divisions.

· Create security dilemmas, when some militias are “DDR-ed” faster than others, leaving earlier groups vulnerable to attack.  Which in turn undermines groups’ cooperation.  They can create security vacuums, when the demobilization of fighters who provided local security (benignly or not) leads to turf wars.  And they can lead merely to a younger generation of fighters replacing reintegrated combatants within militias.
· Attract only civilians, part-time or auxiliary fighters, with commanders holding back and retaining control over their hard-core fighting force.

· Serve only to transform political violence into societal/criminal violence, with limited impact on overall homicide rates.  Especially when programmes fail to address the loss of social status that even low-level commanders experience on demobilization.

· Provide inappropriate support to demobilizing ex-combatants.  Either by not tailoring that support to local economic realities.  Or by making ill-founded assumptions about fighters’ motivations and desires (e.g. to ‘return to the fields’).

· Generate expectations but not deliver promised benefits.  Resources for reintegration have consistently lagged behind those for the other components of ‘DDR’.  Particularly as in UN operations, disarmament, demobilization and reinsertion activities are funded through assessed (obligatory) contributions on Member States, while reintegration relies on voluntary funding from donors.

6.
To mitigate these and other risks, practitioners and commentators have set out an extensive range of best practice guidelines on reintegration, and DDR more widely.  Key documents include the UN’s (700-plus page) 2006 Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards, and the final report of the Stockholm Initiative on Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration.  Central lessons, few easily or simply achievable, include the need to:

· Exercise humility.  Reintegration of ex-combatants is a process of social transformation, with the consequent unpredictability that implies.

· Tailor reintegration to political realities:  ploughing on with technocratic solutions once their political underpinnings have shifted offers few benefits.  (Though the bureaucratic processes of DDR tend to develop their own internal logic, ensuring their continuation beyond their substantive utility.)
· Resolve as far as possible the details of the DDR process in peace negotiations.

· Ensure the real and perceived legitimacy of those who will implement reintegration programmes, and establish the credibility of national enabling mechanisms.

· Avoid mechanistic sequencing from disarmament to demobilization to reintegration.  Disarming may have to be left to last, or abandoned altogether.  Even if reintegration is done last, preparations for it should be made from the outset.

· Adapt the specifics of the reintegration programme to:  the features of the local economy; the country’s social characteristics as shaped by conflict; and the nature of ex-combatants’ military service (short-term vs. long-term, full-time vs. part-time, in tune with local social norms or predatory on the local community etc.).

· Establish local ownership over the process as far as possible, while navigating the risk of potential capture by particular factions.

· Provide a significant proportion of reintegration assistance to communities (including non-combatants), not just to fighters.

· Embed reintegration within ongoing security sector reform processes.  Simultaneously disbanding militias while recruiting into the state security forces requires careful oversight to avoid wasting the benefits of reintegration, or worse still, entrenching militia influence in the national army or police.

· Set out clear eligibility criteria for entry into a reintegration programme, and establish firm baselines of how many fighters each group has, drawing on independent sources wherever possible.

· Ensure an integrated approach amongst the myriad international and domestic agencies involved in any DDR process.

· Build in monitoring and evaluation mechanisms from the start, to track whether beneficiaries do in fact reintegrate into society, and to separate out the value the programme is adding to ‘natural’ local processes of return.

· Devise specific measures to address the particular needs of women and children fighters or participants in armed groups.

· Address the cross-border factors that may affect the prospects for success, e.g. the incentives the programme provides for inward or outward migration of people (and guns).  Multi-country programmes such as the World Bank’s Multi-Country Demobilization and Reintegration Program in Africa’s Great Lakes region have attempted to mitigate these risks.

Lessons and risks of reconciliation
7.
Reconciliation as commonly understood is an ongoing process, not a discrete policy intervention.  It has thus generated less programmatic guidance and ‘best practice’ than has reintegration.  But it is often associated with efforts to bridge present divisions and painful legacies in South Africa, Bosnia, East Timor, Sierra Leone, Rwanda and elsewhere.  Lessons widely held to emerged from those are that:

· Reconciliation cannot be imposed or rushed by outsiders.  Only post-conflict societies themselves know when reconciliation is possible.

· Reconciliation in its true sense is a long-term process.  Albeit that there are significant steps along the way, such as ending violence and overcoming polarization.

· Reconciliation must involve all levels of society, not just elites.  And it must reach out too beyond those who directly perpetrated or suffered atrocities, to include sections of society that indirectly benefited or suffered from injustice.

· There is no single path to reconciliation.  A number of mechanisms have been used to help deal with legacies of atrocity.  Criminal prosecutions are one such mechanism, but others include truth commissions, restorative justice, vetting of public officials, community-based ‘traditional’ justice (e.g. Rwanda’s gacaca process), and even conditional or well-framed amnesties.

8.
The risks of reconciliation-type processes have stemmed generally from a tendency to overuse them, and to do so without regard to the local context.  Most contemporary crises see calls for one or more post-conflict justice mechanism to be deployed.  Mechanisms such as fact-finding investigations, truth commissions and international criminal prosecutions are then often used by conflict protagonists to continue and intensify their disagreements; to neutralise political opponents; and/or to window-dress amnesties that political elites award themselves.  Outsiders’ call for premature reconciliation, meanwhile, can outrage those whose losses are still raw.

Lessons and risks of co-option and negotiation

9.
Fragmentation and shifting alliances are a constant feature amongst non-state (and even state) armed groups in conflict.  Many such armed groups themselves begin not as unitary organisations but as alliances of pre-war opposition parties.  Individual combatants’ motivations commonly vary widely within armed groups, with local factors often more salient than the grievances of the conflict’s ‘master-narrative’.
  Armed conflict typically exacerbates groups’ internal divisions.  Even where commanders share an ideological commitment, differences over e.g. objectives, doctrine, tactics, personality, and sensitivity to casualties can lead to splits.

10.
Governments have regularly sought to take advantage of such splits.  But others have used this approach with at least some success include those of Sri Lanka (with the Tamil Tiger ‘Karuna faction’ in the East), Cambodia, Algeria (splitting the AIS from the GIA), Chad, Sudan (Darfur), apartheid-era South Africa, and Syria in Lebanon.  (This engineering of and profiting from rebel splits is conceptually distinct from Government’s raising of ‘third force’ civil defence units/auxiliaries from the civilian population.)

14.
Lessons that tentatively emerge from attempts at co-option appear to be that:

· Governments have been better able to exploit pre-existing or emerging splits within armed groups, than deliberately to create them.  Splits amongst Lebanese Maronite Christian forces, Sri Lanka’s Tamil Tigers, and the DRC’s RCD stemmed primarily from dynamics within the groups concerned, not from external manipulation.

· Splits amongst opposition forces have strengthened Governments’ strategic position in conflicts, and did so in most of the examples cited above.  But they have tended to reinforce existing power dynamics, not transform them.  In short, where Governments already held the upper hand in a conflict, armed opposition movements have tended to split, consolidating the Government’s position further (Cambodia, Algeria, etc.).

· There is no clear historical trend that splits necessarily occur on a fault-line between the more and less ideologically committed elements of armed groups.  Many factions which have abandoned armed struggle have nevertheless remained attached to their original political goals, even if they have had to re-assess their prospects and means of achieving them.

· Most successful Government co-option or dismantling of armed groups has required substantive political concessions on the Government’s part.  It can be a prelude to conflict resolution, but cannot substitute for it.

· There are relatively few instances of fighters ‘reintegrating’ into civilian life during conflict.  Attempting to do so can be suicidal.  Co-opted groups and fighters have more often simply changed sides, or adopted armed neutrality.

· Inducing armed groups to change sides or abandon fighting requires delicate wielding of carrots and sticks.  Outsiders have found it difficult to calibrate their approach effectively.  Personal contacts amongst opposing commanders – on the basis of shared origins, family, clan etc. – have often proved important in brokering deals on co-option.

· Attempts by Governments to leverage ‘traditional’ social structures (tribal elders etc.) have sometimes been successful.  But this only works if such structures retain real authority in their communities.  Conflict often reflects and gives rise to social revolution at the local level.  As demonstrated in Sierra Leone, Pakistan and elsewhere, ’traditional elders’ cannot be assumed to retain such real authority, and may be one of the sources of conflict.

· Co-opting more than token numbers of combatants has often required Governments to give them significant control over their localities.  This has entrenched armed factions’ control over the civilian population, made Governments complicit in (sometimes extensive) human rights violations through those factions’ activities, and has involved difficult compromises over addressing the factions’ prior record of war crimes.

· Co-option is a two-way process.  Incumbent Governments often seek to profit from rebel splits.  But non-state armed groups themselves exploit disaffection within pro-Government forces, especially where the State is weak and the political settlement fragile.

· Co-option and splitting of non-state armed groups can help a Government improve its strategic position.  But it can also impede a negotiated settlement to the conflict by preventing the opposition from forming a common negotiating position and sowing distrust amongst its factions.  ‘Reintegration’ may thus work against ‘reconciliation’.

15.
The lessons and risks of negotiation in intra-state conflict are more diffuse and contested.  They parallel those of mediation, but it may be helpful at least to highlight some broad themes/areas in which lessons are to be found:

· The battlefield:  though its components are debated, many hold that some sort of ‘mutually hurting stalemate’ is a prerequisite for a negotiated settlement.  If any party believes it can gain more through continued fighting than by negotiation, a successful settlement is unlikely.  Shifts on the battlefield in internal conflicts, though, tend to occur as much through political reconfiguration of alliances as through direct military engagement.
· A negotiated settlement:  the terms of a settlement are important, though a ‘good’ agreement on paper cannot overcome unfavourable military/political dynamics away from the negotiating table.  Unless one party is so strong as to be able to dictate terms, genuine negotiation is generally required.  Unilaterally defining one’s terms, even if they are generous, rarely leads to settlement.  But entering into negotiations is itself only a first step:  while that step usually appears significant at the time, the challenges of concluding negotiations are much greater.
· Intra-party politics:  concluding a compromise peace settlement requires consolidated (individual or group) leadership within the major parties to the agreement.  Where leaders’ position is weak, or where groups are openly split, the risks of opening oneself to charges of betraying the cause often outweigh the costs of continued fighting.  Personalities matter:  leadership change in one or more factions can increase the prospects for settlement, though it is rarely predictable whether a new leader will be more or less inclined to compromise than his/her predecessor.
· Economic and social factors:  cannot be ignored in any negotiation or settlement.  But exactly how they need to be treated depends heavily on the local context.  Ongoing conflict often leads to the development of entrenched economic interests in war’s continuation, and to increased social polarization.  But war economies and societies are dynamic, and countervailing tendencies may develop (including ‘war weariness’).
· Regional and international factors:  again, these can promote or undermine the chances of settlement.  But all things being equal, heavy international engagement tends to reduce the prospects for a compromise settlement, as local parties tend to over-estimate the contribution of current or future international support to their position (in turn undermining their perception of a mutually hurting stalemate).  Conflicts rarely end while one or more regional powers actively seeks their continuation.
· Implementation:   the phase following conclusion of a peace agreement is critical to final outcomes.  Stability may yet endure even if an agreement’s terms are fundamentally violated.  And implementing an agreement faithfully may not prevent a return to war.  But post-settlement politics are notoriously volatile, and the risk of return to violence even more intense than previous is high.

July 2016
� Ramsbottom, Woodhouse and Miall (2005); Jeong (2005).


� See e.g. Kalyvas (2003)





-1-

-2-


