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Untying the Gordian Knot: ICT for Conflict Transformation and
Peacebuilding
Sanjana Hattotuwa

Introduction and scope of study
Information Communications Technology (ICT) in South Asia, as well as in the rest of
the world, is an experiment in progress. Reading the wealth of literature on ICT, it is
easy to forget that it is not a panacea for problems facing developing nations.
Normative assumptions about ICT tend in most cases to outstrip knowledge of how
technology is actually used (See Mahony and Barley 1999). ICTs cannot magically
liberate people, alleviate poverty, erase the ‘digital divide’1, and ensure prosperity.
Much of the literature written on ICT does not treat it as one factor amidst a myriad
of others that shape inter-state and intra-state relations in developing countries.
Furthermore, in planning for and using ICT, many countries often concentrate on the
intervention itself, rather than what they want to accomplish through it. It must be
remembered that ICT is a means to an end, not an end in itself2.
This study will concentrate on the increasing confluence between ICT, conflict
transformation and peacebuilding. Case studies in this field are rare, since synergies
between these fields are still at an embryonic stage.

The proposed study will

examine Info Share, an ICT initiative in Sri Lanka that is involved in the peace
process, as an on-going experiment in the use of these radical new technologies to
augment traditional conflict transformation techniques on the ground to help
strengthen an on-going peace process.

1

There has always been a gap between those people and communities who can make effective use of information
technology and those who cannot. Now, more than ever, unequal adoption of technology excludes many from reaping
the fruits of the economy. This study uses the term "digital divide" to refer to this gap between those who can
effectively use new information and communication tools, such as the Internet, and those who cannot. While a
consensus does not exist on the extent of the divide (and whether the divide is growing or narrowing), researchers are
nearly unanimous in acknowledging that some sort of divide exists at this point in time. See
http://www.digitaldividenetwork.org/content/sections/index.cfm?key=2
2
I have argued elsewhere that enthusiasm about ICT must not lead to the belief that it is the panacea that addresses
the deep seated structural problems of countries coming out of protracted ethno-political conflict. See
www.cpalanka.org/research_papers/Online_advocacy_principles_and_case_studies.pdf.
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Peacebuilding processes could be greatly strengthened if organisations, peoples and
regions are connected in effective multi-sectoral and peace building networks and
are provided with active and open knowledge banks – with instant access to effective
peace building approaches and case studies. By building local, regional and national
peacebuilding networks between and within government, local authorities, political
stakeholders, civil society and international support and resource institutions, ICT
has the potential to shape powerful conflict transformation partnerships.
The proposed study will be a critical exploration of the underlying assumptions of the
creative use of ICT in peacebuilding and conflict transformation processes to
encourage holistic peace building practices that in turn lead to a just and lasting
peace. In doing so, this paper will also examine conflict transformation as the
necessary bedrock for successful peacebuilding interventions using ICT.
Lastly, the study will acknowledge the limitations of using ICT and argue that used in
isolation and without any supporting structures and holistic frameworks necessary for
facilitating conflict transformation – the success of ICT interventions will be
undermined and might even serve to exacerbate existing conflicts by creating new
rifts within and between communities.
However, this study will not examine concepts of ‘Netwar’ (Arquilla and Ronfeldt,
1996) – the appropriation of new technologies by non-state actors for acts of
terrorism - or the broader arguments of using technology for social development.
There is also inadequate space to discuss fully the ways in which technology is being
appropriated by societal forces who act as spoilers in a peace process. One recalls
the statement of Kofi Anan, who said that “The same Internet that has facilitated the
spread of human rights and good governance norms has also been a conduit for
propagating intolerance and has diffused information necessary for building weapons
of terror.” (Annan year: 254)
The author is cognisant of these lacunae, and submits that a fuller understanding of
the complexities of developing a new paradigm of peacebuilding using ICT dictates
that further research in this area is vital.
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Conflict Transformation
“Somewhere between the Scylla of hypocrisy and the Charybdis of impotence lies the
realm of the politically possible”
(Clements 2003: 3)
Contemporary intra-state conflicts do not lend themselves to easy analysis. The
multi-faceted

nature

of

protracted

ethno-political

conflict,

the

structural

underpinnings that both gave rise to it and are transformed by it and the resulting
upheaval of societies and the complex political emergencies that it engenders are
interwoven in a complex mesh of inter-related dynamics in constant flux. The sheer
complexity of these situations goes beyond the capacity of traditional theories of
conflict resolution to explain, explore or critique.
Contemporary conflicts can cross repeatedly into cycles of violence and cycles of
peacebuilding. This exhausting cycle breeds a vicious process which often saps the
energies of peoples, economies and states. Importantly, contemporary conflicts also
involve far more than two actors – ‘win-win’ outcomes are made meaningless on the
ground, where, inter alia, marginalised voices in peace processes often act as
spoilers to ceasefire and peace agreements between the key actors in the conflict,
thereby creating added complexities in the journey towards a just and lasting peace.
The art of the possible, in countries in the throes of, or coming out of violent conflict,
is often determined by inter-linkages between traditional seats of power and their
contestation by new societal forces. The complexity of mapping these forces in order
to draw up holistic interventions for peacebuilding is not an easy task. Too often,
stale theories and imported ‘experts’ erroneously determine the contours of conflict,
thereby inadvertently sowing seeds for exacerbating existing conflict, or creating new
schisms between and within social groups that may give rise to instability in the
future.
As Clements (2003: 6) notes “stable peace, by which is meant the persistence of
non-violent cooperative relationships through time cannot be delivered simply by
addressing the presenting tension, contradiction, disputes and manifestation of
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violence. There is a need for much deeper and shared analysis… about the underlying
structural sources of the conflict”.
It is to this endeavour that we shall address our minds now.

Figure 1
For the purposes of this paper, it is important to distinguish conflict transformation
from other related approaches like conflict resolution and conflict management.
Essentially, all three deal with the problematic pictured in Figure 1 (inspired, in part,
by Lederach’s (1997: 39) conflict triangle). Violent conflict is rarely the result of a
monocausal event or trigger, but is rather the inability of a society (or the failure of a
State) to address the basic human needs and the interests and aspirations of all its
constituent peoples, ethnicities and groups. These exclusions, in turn, lead to
increasingly belligerent positions of marginalised and alienated groups, who over a
period of time, may take up arms, in the face of constant marginalisation, in order to
further their aspirations. However, while violent conflict can be viewed as a result of
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an inevitable and gradual hardening of positions, peace processes are relatively more
complex. Addressing grievances and nurturing reconciliation is a multi-faceted and
difficult process, where levels of violence may, perversely, increase (in the shortterm to medium term) the closer one is to agreement, and where agreement itself is
no guarantee against the re-emergence of violent conflict.
Those who espouse conflict management see violent conflict arising out of existing
institutions, which in turn are based on historical relationships which are often
inequitable, alienating and marginalise sizeable segments of polity and society. The
resolution of such deep seated conflict, and the propensity for violence that it
generates, is seen as unrealistic. As such, conflict management concerns itself with
the design of appropriate institutions and channels which serve to defray inherent
tensions in societies and prevent them from erupting into violence, and also by trying
to cajole powerful actors and stakeholders, having the necessary power and
resources, to bring pressure on conflicting parties to resolve their differences and
settle disputes constructively. (Miall, 2003: 20, Reimann, 2003: 1-2)
The corpus of conflict resolution literature argues that it is possible to transcend
conflict, if parties can be helped to analyse, explore, question and then reframe their
interests and positions. The aim of conflict resolution is to move away from
despairingly ossified interests and positions of parties, towards constructive
outcomes by processes where third parties – ‘impartial’ outsiders – play a catalytic
role in helping replace mutual antagonism with new ways of thinking and the
creation of new relationships that transcend old stereotypes and barriers (Azar and
Burton, 1986: 1).
Adopted from Reimann (2003: 6), the following table broadly shows the three main
levels

between

and

within

which

processes

of

conflict

resolution,

conflict

management and conflict transformation take place, and how ICT can link them.

Actors involved
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representatives of
conflict parties

professionals to
international and
local nongovernmental
organisations
involved in conflict
transformation

local and
international
development
agencies, human
rights
organisations and
humanitarian
assistance

ICT interventions can cut across Track One to Track Three, creating networks and
channels of communications that are secure, and allow for a greater degree of
participation, accountability and transparency in each level.

While it can be argued that conflict management has an emphasis on the Track One
level to transform violent conflict, and conflict resolution expands the theatre to
processes on both Track One and Track Two, both conflict resolution and conflict
management ignore Track Three actors, and under-estimate the value of an holistic
outlook towards peacebuilding that encompasses Tracks One to Three.
Viewed with this lens, “conflict transformation is therefore a process of engaging with
and transformation relationships, interests, discourses and, if necessary, the very
constitution of society that supports the continuations of violent conflict” (Miall,
2003: 3). Thus, while conflict transformation recognises that violent conflicts take
time to transform, it problematises and also calls for a radical deconstruction of the
status quo – recognising that institutions, systems and frameworks which breed
grievances need to be altered to accommodate diversity and become inclusive and
participatory.
Galtung’s work in this area lays the foundation for much of the present thinking
(Galtung, 1996: 70 – 126), but Curle (1971) and Azar (1990) have also contributed
to the intellectual rigour of conflict transformation as a way of approaching conflict
and designing peacebuilding interventions. Vayrynen (1991: 1-25) is useful for his
classification of various levels of conflict transformations that are possible. Vayrynen
argues against a theory of conflict that gives primacy to settlements, stressing the
importance of recognising the transformation of conflicts in dynamic terms:
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The bulk of conflict theory regards the issues, actors and interests as given
and on that basis makes efforts to find a solution to militate or eliminate
contradictions between them. Yet the issues, actors and interests change over
time as a consequence of the social, economic and political dynamics of
societies (Vayrynen, 1991: 4).
His approach lends itself as a powerful argument for the use of ICT interventions in
peacebuilding, which energise the creative dynamics of societies to fully engage with
the paradigm shifts necessary for visioning a future State after protracted conflict.
ICT does not promise a goal, it fertilises the process of peacebuilding itself. As
Vayrynen points out repeatedly, subtle changes in the socio-political fabric of society
can lead to the creation of a new rubric of ethno-political relations that does not
resort to violence to address legitimate grievances. ICT can engender these subtle
changes.
Miall (2003: 7-8) expands Vayrynen’s approach, and identifies five types of
transformations (or transformers) that this study submits can form the core areas in
which ICT can best used in peacebuilding and conflict transformation.
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Changes in the context of conflict that
Context transformations

may radically alter each party’s
perception of the conflict situation, as
well as their motives.
Changes in the basic structure of the
conflict, that is to the set of actors,

Structural transformations

issues and incompatible goals,
conflicting beliefs or relationships, or to
the society, economy or state within
which the conflict is embedded.
Decisions on the part of actors to

Actor transformations

change their goals or alter their general
approach to conflict.
Changes in positions that parties take
on key issues at the heart of the conflict

Issue transformations

as well as the way in which parties
redefine or reframe those positions in
order to reach compromises or
resolutions.
Personal changes of heart or mind

Personal / elite transformations

within individual leaders or small groups
with decision making power at critical
moments.

The timing and coordination of these transformers are crucial - Fisher and Keasly
(1991) point towards the need to give adequate impetus and a sustainable
momentum to these transformers if they are to be successful in creatively addressing
and mitigating violent conflict.
It is interesting to note that this is precisely why interaction in virtual spaces can be
seen as important - even when meetings between key protagonists cannot be
accommodated in the real world, virtual interactions using ICTs can help sustain and
nourish processes of conflict transformation.
Thus, the centrality of ICT interventions in peacebuilding can be shown as follows:
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Context
transformations

Structural
transformations

Actor
transformations

ICT

Personal
transformations

Issue
transformations

It is difficult to under-estimate the value of a well designed ICT intervention that
allows for stakeholders to communicate in a sustained and transformative manner
within and between each of these areas. Transformations do not exist in ether, and
have no life of their own. ICT can help revitalize stagnant dialogues and help sustain
difficult process of conflict transformation by providing the spaces for sustained
dialogue even when Track One processes have run aground.
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Full-field Peacebuilding and ICT
The term is inspired by Ron Kraybill, who (in an unpublished manuscript shared with
the author), uses it to problematise traditional approaches to peacebuilding, which
he argues are inadequate to effectively map the complexities of addressing the
resulting chaos of protracted ethno-political conflict. Kraybill argues that for
successful conflict transformation, a map of the geo-political terrain, of the social
dynamics of the conflict and the multi-faceted relationships within and between its
actors and stakeholders is necessary. It is not argued that any single organisation or
individual undertakes all of the activities thus mapped out. However, Kraybill submits
that a holistic approach to peacebuilding requires as detailed a map as possible of
the multiple tiers of conflict transformation – the dialogues, the interventions, the
tensions, the linkages, the loopholes, the caveats and the possibilities of a particular
peacebuilding process are only evident if a comprehensive macro, meso and micro
level map of peacebuilding is drawn, and is continually revised and updated.
Of course, these perspectives and overarching maps need to be then broken down
into

many

others,

depending

on

one’s

particular

strengths

and

particular

interventions. One must also be deeply cognisant of the fact that just as top level
State and non-State actors at the negotiating table have serious differences within
their own ranks, all of the other actors and stakeholders in a peacebuilding process
have many different facets to their policies of engagement and interventions and
internal tensions with their own constituencies to address.
Central to the approach of ‘full-field peacebuilding’ is the conviction that actors and
institutions in a process of conflict transformation interact and co-exist in a vigorous
dynamic of interacting interests. Figure 2 tries to map out these interacting fields,
captured in the Central American phrase – red (inter-dependent and inter-woven
mesh or net), endeavouring in turn to take societies out of the enredado (tangled or
caught in a net) of violent conflict (see Miall, Ramsbotham and Woodhouse, 2003:
157).
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Full-field peacebuilding – Figure 2
Key parties to
the conflict

Top level
advisors /
diaspora
experts

Connectors /
moderates /
Civil Society

Grassroots
External
actors –
donors, INGOs

Tensions within and
between stakeholders
in a peace process

Necessary linkages
between the various
tiers of a
peacebuilding process

As Miall, Ramsbotham and Woodhouse (2003: 158) point out, “this broad view of
conflict transformation is necessary to correct the misperception that conflict
resolution rests on an assumption of harmony of interests between actors, and that
third party mediators can settle conflicts by appealing to the reason or underlying
humanity of the parties’ interests, goals or self-definitions”.
The possibilities of using ICT for peacebuilding dovetails seamlessly into this
definition of conflict transformation, since it can augment the efforts of peacebuilders
by enhancing channels, avenues and possibilities for communication, information and
knowledge sharing, collaboration, empowerment and discussion in virtual spaces,
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even when physical, real world meetings are impossible on account of geographical
distance or political sensitivities.

1

Levels of violence in conflict

2

Time after which ICT
interventions can best help
peacebuilding intervention

Time
Conflict and ICT – Figure 3
Point 1 in Figure 3 signifies the signing of a ceasefire agreement, while Point 2
signifies a peace agreement. As the Figure 3 shows, ceasefires and peace
agreements are in themselves no guarantee of a sustainable and rapid reduction in
levels of violence. This study submits that there is rarely, if ever, a ‘ripe moment’ for
any intervention in peace processes. Instead, conflict transformation stresses that an
holistic and multi-track approach to peacebuilding, addressing the ‘root causes’,
relying on interventions by different actors on different levels (see also Rupesinghe,
1996) can help transform the violent dynamics of conflict by teasing out creative
approaches to resolving them.
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This study also submits that given the morass of issues that weigh upon societies
enmeshed in conflict, ICT interventions can have more impact when used for
peacebuilding after a ceasefire agreement or peace agreement, when the dynamics
on the ground are relatively more receptive on the need for sharing information,
collaborating, appropriating technology and developing mechanisms (both physical
and virtual) for communities and peoples to deal with conflict creatively and nonviolently.
Needless to say, to transform conflict and address the structural inequalities of
ethnicised conflicts in particular, is a long drawn out task, but one that ICT lends
itself to, as we shall explore in the following section.

Information Communications Technology (ICT)
Most definitions of ICT ignore major challenges facing developing nations entering
the ‘information society’ and ‘knowledge economy’. Many countries in South Asia are
racked by internal conflict, border disputes and are economically under-developed,
socially fragmented and very often, politically weak. While most definitions of ICTs
come from countries where the exercise of nation building is complete, ICTs are an
intrinsic part of the nation building exercise in South Asia, and do not stand apart
from it. As such, ICTs are actually part of the complex web of inequalities and social
disparities that continue to be the source of conflict in South Asia (See Hattotuwa
2003: 10-11). Furthermore, any study of ICT and peacebuilding also has to address
the questions of appropriation and access to the relevant technologies and whether
ICT interventions, however well intentioned, may actually serve to exacerbate
existing fault-lines within and between ethnic groups and communities. As Dijk
(1999: 3) asks, “can technology be developed in socially sensitive ways?”
As quoted in Dijk (1999: 83), to some, “ICT is a technology of freedom since it
enhances the freedom of choice for individuals and intensifies bottom-up relations in
networks of organisations and individuals (Pool, 1983). Others claim that, since the
design and introduction of ICTs are determined by leaders in governments, public
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administrations…

and

other

organisations,

it

is

primarily

a

technology

of…

surveillance and control (Burnham 1983, Loudon 1986, Gandy 1994, Zuurmond
1994)”.
This paper submits that ICT, in the context of peacebuilding, is the use of enabling
technologies

to

augment

existing

stakeholder

interventions,

enable

hitherto

marginalised actors to participate more fully in peacebuilding processes, empower
grassroots communities and bring cohesion to the range of activities on multiple tiers
that are an intrinsic part of full-field peacebuilding and conflict transformation.
However, computers and internet connections are insufficient if the technology is not
used effectively because it is not affordable, if people are discouraged from using it
or if local economies and patterns of access cannot sustain long term application.
This is precisely why ICT will play, for the foreseeable future, a role limited to
complementing interventions by other stakeholders working on the ground to resolve
conflict. However, the converse also holds true. Recognition of the immense potential
of ICT and developing inclusive, participatory long-term plans to expand existing
access to ICT interventions can help those who have traditionally been excluded from
developmental processes to take part in the exercise of nation building. ICT
interventions used in conflict transformation can integrate and connect stakeholders
in each village, city, region, or sector in the country, into multi-sector and holistic
peacebuilding processes that are flexible, continuously updated and instantly
accessible by all stakeholders.
However, ICT in peacebuilding should not only enable stakeholders to exchange
information but also address the positions of major stakeholders in a peace process their interests and the basic human needs that underpin them.
This study argues that the defining characteristic of ICT in peacebuilding is that it
enables information flows that not only radically subvert existing patterns of
knowledge flows and power centres, but in empowering organisations, groups and
individuals to produce and share information between other (and within sectors),
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helps bring a greater degree of cohesion, transparency and accountability to
processes of conflict transformation that were hitherto unthinkable.

Track III / Grassroots and ICT interventions
One of the questions that invariably gets raised in relation to ICTs is the inclusion of
grassroots communities. Any inclusion of the grassroots in a viable, meaningful
manner is thought to be unrealistic by some for a multitude of reasons - ranging
from lack of ICT knowledge and hardware to inadequate internet connectivity.
However, successful ICT interventions can address these problems to an appreciable
degree through the proper engagement of key donors, stakeholders and grassroots
communities themselves. The problem is, often, not a lack of resources for enabling
the rural communities, but rather a lack of a viable blueprint for mobilizing and
persuading key stakeholders of the development process or conflict transformation
process; especially the donor community and the grassroots themselves. As was
flagged earlier in this study, ICT are but one facet of a larger map of conflict
transformation, and can only be useful in so far as they link up the various tiers of a
peacebuilding process, from Track Three (the grassroots) to Track One (State and
Non-State actors).
However, we must also be cognisant on the need to problematise issues of
appropriation and empowerment. Recognising that technology is hardly, if ever,
value neutral, its appropriation is very often deeply political. For instance, ICT
interventions in peacebuilding may run aground if the technologies are appropriated
by spoiler mechanisms to then derail a peace process.
Thus, while it is important to give due recognition to the importance of empowering
local

communities,

issues

of

mediated

knowledge

transfers

using

ICT

in

peacebuilding interventions requires a fine understanding of the underlying societal
tensions in a particular society, region and country, if one is to consciously avoid the
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very opposite of what one hopes to achieve by linking stakeholders into collaborative
networks3.

Challenges & Future for ICT in Peacebuilding
ICT has a phenomenal potential to augment the interventions of individuals, NGO,
INGO and non-State actors in many areas of a peacebuilding process, including, but
not limited to humanitarian relief and development; rebuilding trust between
communities; creating dialogue within and between ethnic groups; giving voice to
marginalised communities and groups; enabling grassroots participation in the
dialogues related to peacebuilding; buttressing the interventions of organisations
involved in peacebuilding in their respective fields of interest; geo-spatially mapping
peacebuilding interventions, their outcomes and impact; engendering greater
collaboration between donors involved in reconstruction and rebuilding; reintegrating
IDPs and refugees; processes of reconciliation and also in drawing the social and
constitutional contours of a future state.
And yet, one of the major factors which discourages the current users from more
widely and regularly using the ICTs are the high capital and recurrent costs. The high
telecommunications rates in Sri Lanka, and in many other places in the world,
especially in South Asia, inhibit the sustained use of ICT.
We must be cognisant of several other key challenges that need to be addressed:
•

Appropriation: This study submits that the strategic use of ICT, where
organisations

use

ICT

interventions

to

seamlessly

dovetail

with

and

strengthen their existing (and planned) interventions on the ground, is pivotal

3

The problems that NGOs encounter in using ICT are serious and form a familiar litany: lack of funding to purchase
equipment or services, lack of skilled staff, too little time and interest. We must not forget that the majority of NGOs
in South Asian countries by all accounts appear not to have computers, though this will undoubtedly change in the
future. There are also other problems not immediately associated with the introduction of ICT to NGOs. The need for
computers, bandwidth and skilled staff affects the budgetary structure of NGOs, and raises new workplace and
accountability issues. Web sites are often carelessly designed, yet they are increasingly becoming the representation of
an organization to the outside world. Thus while it is true that NGOs' functions significantly involve information,
communication and networking, it does not follow that these functions will necessarily be improved by using ICTs.
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to the success of the technologies in the theatres of peacebuilding and conflict
transformation.
The diagram below, inspired by Surman and Reilly (2003: 10), shows that the
use of ICT is best engendered by pioneers, who appropriate technologies to
best fit the dynamics of a particular geo-political terrain.
There is a need to further explore and problematise the often unquestioned
assumption that access to technology automatically ensures its adoption and
then leads to its appropriation by relevant stakeholders.

•

Equity / Inclusivity: The biggest challenge to the strategic use of networking
technologies and ICT remains one of equity. ICTs promise – and sometimes
deliver – the inclusion of marginalised voices. Yet there is a need for more
conscious and concerted attempts to develop an ICT paradigm that fully
recognises the importance of empowering as many stakeholders as possible
to have a voice in peacebuilding processes.
The lack of access to technologies by peoples may serve to exacerbate
existing tensions within and between communities, and may create new
inequalities even as old wounds are healed. The emphasis of ICT should, this
study submits, be self-effacing.
ICT must build social capital, and invest in societal frameworks that empower
local communities to grapple with conflict in non-violent ways. Technology
itself should not be the cynosure, but what is achieved through it. The
outcomes and the process are the most important factors in peacebuilding –
not the technology itself.
However, as stated earlier, there is also the need to further problematise and
examine what inclusivity and equitable access really mean in peacebuilding
processes, and whether ICT interventions should consciously select the
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groups it empowers. Assertions about the enhancement of democratic
participation by ICTs must be tempered by a broader understanding of the
power dynamics between an empowered public and those who wield
authority, and the creation of new centres of power.
•

Impact: While there are examples of organisations that are publishing and
collaborate online, there is little existing research on the broader social,
political and cultural results of these interventions. To fully harness ICT,
creative new methodologies have to be developed to garner feedback from
the users and recipients of related interventions and how they’ve appropriated
technology for their own ends.

•

Trust: The use of ICT is inextricably tied issues of trust, especially in theatres
where little or none exists between key stakeholders. As ICT for peacebuilding
develops, there is a need to develop more effective cultures of collaboration
based on virtual determinants of trust, which build on real world signifiers of
trust, but devise revolutionary new ways of conducting critical discussions in
virtual spaces whilst being assured of the confidentiality of shared content.

•

Sustainability: The sustainability of ICT interventions is a challenge. While old
strategies such project grants and programme support continue to have
value, there is also a need for new organic, endogenous models to support
ICT interventions, especially in the long-term. Donors and information
producers alike must be willing to research and experiment with new
approaches, and fully recognise many conflict transformation interventions
require sustained funding that is independent from and not contingent upon
the overall progress of a peace process.

•

Realistic use of ICTs: ICTs can augment stakeholder interventions in the
multiple tiers of peacebuilding, and in some instances, enable interventions
that would not otherwise be possible in a given context or stage of a peace
process.
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However, in the broader framework, engendering a sustainable peace process
depends upon, aside from increased cooperation and information access/
knowledge sharing, several other factors which are outside the strict remit of
ICT interventions.
•

Relationship
relationships

building:
and

ICTs

cannot

partnerships

magically

where

none

build

mutually

beneficial

have

existed

overnight.

Furthermore, the intensive use of ICTs is a relatively new phenomenon for
non-profit

organizations

and

donor

organizations,

let

alone

the

key

protagonists in a peace process. Sustainable and stable relationships in
peacebuilding processes can be augmented in virtual spaces by ICT
interventions, but are also very dependent on stakeholder interventions on
multiple tiers in the real world.
These are several other key challenges at present, beyond the scope of this paper to
discuss fully, that have to be acknowledged those who espouse the use of ICT in
conflict transformation:
1.

Inadequate vernacular content / interface / questions of accessibility

2.

Lack of Internet connectivity / infrastructure / bandwidth

3.

Lack of in house expertise / IT knowledge

4.

Lack of finances to buy hardware and software

5.

A pervasive and incipient culture of secrecy, with the abysmal levels of
mutual trust that protracted ethno-political conflict leave in their wake

6.

A lack of willingness to collaborate and share information

Some of these problems deal with access to technology, whereas the central thrust
of this particular study is that access to technology is no guarantee that it is
appropriated, internalised and used for peacebuilding processes.

Info Share in Sri Lanka – Using ICT for Peacebuilding4
4

www.info-share.org
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In brief, the architectonics of Info Share tries to address several deep flaws in Sri
Lanka’s peacebuilding process using ICT, because traditional methodologies of
improving communication flows were proving difficult to implement.
As the peace process progressed, unhealthy dynamics in the design of the process
led to an ever widening information gap between and within key stakeholders and
actors in the peace process that one can convincingly argue was one of the reasons
that led to the defeat of the United National Front (UNF) government in the General
Elections of April 2004.

Track One Negotiations /
Decisions
•

Incoherent communications and media
strategies engage with concerns and
fears about the peace process

•

Inability to address the concerns and
fears of people in Track Three despite
the progress in talks on Track One.

•

No overall map of peacebuilding – actors
in Sri Lanka had little or no idea of
complementary activities and
interventions.

•

No networking of peacebuilding
activities, leading to extremely
fractured interventions and outcomes.

Track Two Interventions

Track Three input

This is not a feature that is unique to the Sri Lankan peace process – in countries
coming out of protracted ethno-political strife, dilapidated institutions and systems of
governance do not have the ability to keep up with the frenzy of work and
interventions by multiple stakeholders on multiple tiers that take place in the heat of
a fledgling peace process.
Given below are some of the linkages Info Share has been able to achieve, and is in
the process of augmenting, within the peacebuilding process in Sri Lanka. The
information sharing networks include large, geographically dispersed organisations,
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INGOs, donors, CSOs and grassroots networks, operating within and between
multiple tiers of the on-going peace process.

NGOs
Regional
Organisations

INGOs

Spaces to link
business to
Tracks One to
Three

Donors

Info
Share
Grassroots
CSOs

Humanitarian
Agencies

E-Sri Lanka
Vision &
related
networks

Development
Agencies and
their
Partners

Election
Monitoring
Agencies

It can be argued that effective communication and collaboration is a cornerstone in
any peace process, and has a pivotal factor in the progress of the process itself. For
stakeholders engaged in a peace process, the overwhelming abundance of raw data
must be weighed against always accessible, secure, trusted information that helps
them to work together, and collaborate on programmes, projects and interventions
that buttress peace building.
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By providing mechanisms and applications for public and private/confidential/secured
shared working spaces, Info Share hopes to enhance the capacity of people and
organizations to work collectively on conflict and peacebuilding (regional, national,
local or sectoral). Info Share allows stakeholders to develop and implement best
practices and appropriate peacebuilding and transformation initiatives - including
traditional,

culturally

specific

methods

-

drawn

from

resources

local

and

international.
As the only on-going experiment of its kind in the use of ICT for peacebuilding in the
world, Info Share has the potential to fashion, explore and test many methodologies
and interventions that can in the future inform similar initiatives in Sri Lanka and
elsewhere in the world.

Final thoughts
Formal
Virtual Private
Networking (VPN)

Intranets

Online
workspaces

Online
communities

Distributed /
Decentralized

Centralized

Blogs

LISTSERV’s /
Email lists

As this diagram shows (inspired by Surman and Reilly, 2003: 18)), there are a
P2P / Info

plethora of technologies
that are already used for communication and collaboration,
Share
but the greatest potential for the use of ICT for peacebuilding comes from
technologies which are broadly termed Peer–to–Peer (P2P) – made somewhat
infamous for its potential for decentralised
networking by the file-sharing application
Informal
Napster in the late 90’s, though the core technology itself has far wider applications.
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On account of the underlying technology that beyond the scope of this paper to fully
explain, many P2P technologies empower users who do not have access to high-end
hardware, or technical expertise, to use technologies which buttress their existing
interventions, coordinate them with similar interventions by other actors, and aid
information and knowledge flows within a peace process without an overarching body
or mechanism (or a single database on a single server) that is in control of all the
data that is exchanged. By using the experience gathered during operations in Sri
Lanka, and the accrued human resources, Info Share has the potential to be a
pioneer in adopting and appropriating the power of ICT for peacebuilding and conflict
transformation. The networks of collaboration that are envisioned in this radical new
paradigm, go far beyond the traditional email lists or websites – there are secure,
accessible, authenticated workspaces where information can be shared with key
partners irrespective of where they are in the world, and how they connect to the
internet.
ICT can help resources (human, financial, technological) from across the world help
address intra-state and regional ethno-political conflict. Stakeholders can continue to
engage with the complexities of peace process without having to be in the same
region, and organisations can learn from each others experiences in real time if
necessary, with repositories of information that are accessible securely and
confidentially.
However, to date, the overwhelming majority of populations do NOT participate in
ICT interventions. While this is in itself is not necessarily an impediment to the
usefulness of ICT in peacebuilding, to forget this fact would be folly (see Dijk, 1999:
230)5.

5

The recent Durban Declaration on Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, included an
entire section dealing with “Information, communication and the media, including new technologies.” This declaration
recognizes the potential of ICTs as a positive instrument, along with the possible risks caused by their abuse.
Participants expressed their concern at the use of the Internet for the dissemination of racist and discriminatory ideas
and called upon governments to take action on these issues. However, they also recognized that “new technologies can
assist the promotion of tolerance and respect for human dignity, and the principles of equality and nondiscrimination.” Hence the need “to promote the use of new information and communication technologies, including
the Internet, to contribute to the fight against racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance”. (See
Art. 143-145)
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Successful conflict transformation does not come in the form of technology per se,
but in the ability of societies to organically develop their social capital to then engage
with the possibilities of developing non-violent creative ways of addressing
inequality, exclusion and legitimate grievances.
At the end of the day, computers and technology do not create just and lasing peace.
Technology can only augment the human imperative - we make peace between
ourselves and within ourselves.
ICT is at best a powerful catalyst that aids change.
People make the difference.
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