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Introduction

This Essential gives an account of how the Guiding 
Principles for Safe Havens for Archives at Risk were 
elaborated and draws conclusions on what can be 
learned from this process. It traces the steps of all the 
efforts that culminated in the international endorse-
ment of best practices. The process was designed and 
led openly but with a general vision from the outset – 
to focus on the most pressing needs when it comes to 
protecting archives at risk. It was adapted flexibly at 
every stage, responding to the needs, the learnings, 
and the capacity of all participants. This Essential 
seeks to provide insights and recommendations that 
might be of use when designing and shaping similar 
policy processes.

The elaboration of the Guiding Principles for Safe 
Havens for Archives at Risk, described in detail in the 
second part of this Essential, began with an exchange 
on the role of archives and Dealing with the Past pro-
cesses. Archives can be instrumental in such pro-
cesses, for instance, because they document a history 
of systematic human rights abuses in a particular con-
text. When such archives are exposed to various risks, 
for example during times of political turmoil or political 
transitions, they can be threatened. The only option for 
their long-time protection might be the creation of a 
safe haven. An ad-hoc international Working Group of 
experts assessed various aspects of consideration 
when implementing safe haven solutions profession-
ally and established a set of principles that help guide 
such efforts. With the endorsement of the so-called 
Guiding Principles by the International Council on Ar-
chives (ICA), the work that had started at expert level 
was formalized into an international set of best prac-
tices.

The authors analyze the process as a showcase of 
how technical expertise, political analysis and diplo-
matic know-how can be harnessed in a mutually bene-
ficial, well-structured way. The Guiding Principles on 

Safe Havens for Archives at Risk are not only a useful 
guide for institutions directly facing challenges, but also 
represent an equally important tool for diplomatic ef-
forts in supporting Dealing with the Past processes.

Introduction

https://www.safehavensforarchives.org/guiding-principles/ 
https://www.safehavensforarchives.org/guiding-principles/ 
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1  	 Learn more on the website of 
the Archives & Dealing with the 
Past Project: www.archives.
swisspeace.ch (25 September 
2020). 

2	 Reed Brody, Victims bring a 
Dictator to Justice: The Case of 
Hissène Habré, Bread for the 	
World, June 2017.

Dealing with the Past processes aim at addressing lega-
cies of violence and paving the way for reconciliation in 
societies that have suffered severe violations of human 
rights or international humanitarian law.1 Archives can 
play a crucial role in these efforts as the following exam-
ple illustrates.

In the trial against Hissène Habré, former President of 
Chad, a collection of documents created by the Documen-
tation and Security Directory (DDS) of Chad, was used as 
evidence. The documents had been discovered and pre-
served by human rights organizations and made available 
to the courts. They provided extensive details on his con-
trol over DDS operations.2 In 2016, the Extraordinary Afri-
can Chambers convicted Habré on count of various crimes, 
including crimes against humanity and war crimes.

Archives like these can be at risk of destruction or al-
teration for a number of reasons, including conscious and 
unconscious acts, neglect, or storage in inappropriate 
conditions. In addition, archives can be threatened in 
times of political turmoil and transitions, and by natural 
disasters, often due to the effects of climate change, such 
as the rise in seawater levels.

Sometimes, only the relocation of archival materials, 
either physically and/or digitally, to a safe haven within 
the same state or outside the national boarders can guar-
antee their preservation. However, transferring archives 
physically, or even just digitizing and storing a copy 
abroad, is no trivial matter. Questions of ownership, ac-
cess, return, protection, legal ramifications and many oth-
ers need to be considered. Institutions that decide to relo-
cate their archives are often also under time pressure. 
Others that are willing to host the materials face different 
challenges and have various motivations. The asymmetri-
cal relationship between so-called “sending” and “host-
ing institutions” requires careful attention. The Guiding 
Principles for Safe Havens for Archives at Risk provide 
guidance on these challenges.

1.	 Why do archives matter for Dealing 
with the Past processes and why do they 
need protection?

2.1	 The catalyst: Two requests 

In 2008, the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs 
(FDFA) and the Swiss Federal Archives (SFA) – upon 
request – offered a Safe Haven to the Historical Archive of 
the National Police of Guatemala for the digital security 
copy of their archive. In 2005,  millions of documents were 
found by coincidence in a building at the Guatemala City 
compound of the National Civil Police. Those documents 
dating from 1882 to 1997 turned out to be the historic 
archive of Guatemala’s former National Police, which was 
disbanded after the end of the internal armed conflict 
(1960-1996). Until today, these records play a central role 
in Guatemala’s attempts to deal with its past, and have 
been used as evidence in investigations regarding human 
rights violations and by families of the disappeared in the 
search for their loved ones. 

In 2014, the FDFA received a second request through 
an independent archivist looking for a solution to secure 
an archive located in the Pacific Region: the records of the 
Nuclear Claims Tribunal of the Marshall Islands. The Tri-
bunal had been created in 1988 to decide upon all claims 
related to the nuclear weapons tests of the 1940s and 
1950s. This archive also contains unique scientific infor-
mation about the impact of nuclear testing on nature and 
human beings. As the archive was threatened by insuffi-
cient storage conditions and the rise of the seawater lev-
els, the Swiss Government agreed to support the digitiza-
tion process of the records and to host a security copy 
within the SFA. 

These activities exemplify the importance of archives 
for Dealing with the Past processes to the FDFA Taskforce 
Dealing with the Past and Prevention of Atrocities.3 As a 
result, the FDFA, in cooperation with the SFA, in 2012 
mandated swisspeace with the development of activities 
on this topic with the aim to make a significant contribu-
tion to preserving, securing and making accessible ar-
chives and records of past human right violations.4

3	 The body tasked with 
coordinating the Dealing with the 
Past strategy within the FDFA.

4	  Read more about the Archives 
& Dealing with the Past 
Project: https://www.archives.
swisspeace.ch (29 September 
2020).

2.	 Tracing the process on Safe Havens for 
Archives at Risk

http://www.archives.swisspeace.ch 
http://www.archives.swisspeace.ch 
http://www.archives.swisspeace.ch
http://www.archives.swisspeace.ch
https://www.archives.swisspeace.ch
https://www.archives.swisspeace.ch
https://www.archives.swisspeace.ch
https://www.archives.swisspeace.ch
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	 From the outset the FDFA, the SFA and swisspeace 
as implementing partner were driven by the goal to con-
duct policy work in an area, which would have a signifi-
cant impact on improving the preservation and the use 
of archives in Dealing with the Past processes. Due to 
rapid technological improvements over the past years 
and decades, data could be digitally stored much more 
easily for less and less money. New practices evolved in 
the field of safe havens for archives at risk around these 
developments, making it evident that the field was un-
derregulated. Thanks to their individual and combined 
experience in the subject matter, the FDFA, the SFA and 
swisspeace were well placed to make a significant con-
tribution to this policy field.

Through consultations and exchanges with repre-
sentatives of governments, international organizations 
and NGOs related to the protection of archives, the 
FDFA and swisspeace gained a clearer understanding of 
how many archives documenting human rights viola-
tions worldwide were actually at risk. In consultation 
with the Chair of the “Section on Human Rights and Ar-
chives” of the ICA, Dr. Trudy Huskamp Peterson, the 
FDFA and swisspeace decided to initiate a broader re-
flection process on the topic. In October 2015, they in-
vited an interested audience to an international public 
conference on the topic of “Securing archives at risk” in 
Bern.5

2.2	 The exploration: From a public conference

During the one-day public conference, “Securing ar-
chives at risk” was discussed broadly. More than a hun-
dred participants learned about and explored the com-
plexity, good practices and the potential ways forward 
on the issue. A conference report summarized the rec-
ommendations that emerged as a result of the debates. 
These were subsequently discussed among selected 
experts in a closed half-day meeting.

Following the recommendations of the conference 
report, the FDFA, the SFA and swisspeace decided to 
pursue the topic further. On the one hand, they sought 
to stimulate discussion at the national level around the 
question “Switzerland as Safe Haven for Archives at 
Risk?”.6 On the other hand, they pushed the topic of 
safe havens for archives at risk to a next level interna-
tionally. While the format of a public conference ena-
bled the three partners to set the scene and to draw a 
generic picture of the issue, it was no longer the right 
approach to deepen the conversation. A closed interna-
tional expert meeting seemed to be a more suitable for-
mat to move beyond general recommendations and to 
come up with concrete next steps that would tangibly 
improve the international practice on safe haven for ar-
chives at risk. 

2.3	 The elaboration: To an international expert 		
	 working meeting

In the early stages of preparing the expert meeting, a 
senior FDFA official emphasized the importance of the 
process design: “The process will be more important 
than the result.” This statement put the challenge in a 
nutshell: the way the process was designed would de-
termine whether the outcome would be endorsed by the 
Swiss partners only or by many others at the interna-
tional level. It prompted a process design cognizant of 
this awareness from start to finish, guided by the prin-
ciples of inclusion, transparent communication and a 
attitude of appreciation and optimism. 

5  	 Find more information about 
the international conference 
“Securing Archives at Risk”, 
1-2 October 2019, Bern, 
Switzerland. https://www.
safehavensforarchives.org/
resources-2/conference-on-
securing-archives-at-risk/ (21 
June 2021). 

	
	 Conference Report: 

archivesproject.swisspeace.
ch/fileadmin/user_upload/
archivesproject/Report_
conference_securing_archives_
at_risk.pdf.

	
	 Conference Program: https://

www.swisspeace.ch/assets/
activities/downloads/AnnexI_
Conference2015_finalprogram.
pdf.

6  	 Read more about the national 
track on safe havens, more 
specifically about the round 
table “Switzerland as Safe 
Haven for Archives at Risk” that 
took place on 2 June 2016 in 
Bern, Switzerland. https://www.
safehavensforarchives.org/
resources-2/expert-roundtable-
switzerland-as-safe-haven-for-
archives-at-risk/ (21 June 2021)

A closed international expert meeting seemed to be a 
more suitable format to move beyond general 
recommendations and to come up with concrete next 
steps that would tangibly improve the international 
practice on safe haven for archives at risk.

Tracing the process on Safe Havens for Archives at Risk Tracing the process on Safe Havens for Archives at Risk
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The inclusion of all relevant stakeholders in the is-
sues would be key to form a broad base in ownership. 
Transparent communication would be essential to build-
ing trust as a fundament for smooth collaboration among 
all members of the group. Finally, in circumstances 
where collaboration is predominately voluntary and ad-
ditional to members’ regular work load, the coordinators’ 
attitude of appreciation for the work put in and an opti-
mistic mindset with regard to the outcome, could make 
all the difference.

Given the overall intention and the above principles 
for the process design, the first important choice con-
cerned the careful selection of the invited participants. 
This meant to invite representatives of sending as well as 
hosting institutions7, both governmental and non-gov-
ernmental, as these are the main actors in safe haven co-
operation. The second group of invitees was defined as 
“leading institutions and experts” on archival matters. 
The FDFA, the SFA and swisspeace invited individuals 
with specific capacities on the topic, including technical 
expertise, funding, network and time. With the FDFA, a 
funding institution was involved. Working without official 
mandate on a topic with international reach, it was cru-
cial to also bring on broad representatives of interna-
tional organizations, who could potentially take over a 
leading role on the topic at a later stage. In this case, the 
ICA and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) were invited. With the 
help of our partners and our own network, the UNESCO 
was approached and agreed to participate in the planned 
international expert meeting in October 2016.

The agenda was designed such that every one of the 
30 participants was assigned a role as speaker, respond-
ent or moderator8, so that every participant was included 
in the agenda and had an active role to play during the 
one and a half days. 

In view of ensuring a concrete output and a follow-up 
at the end of the meeting, swisspeace prepared a draft 
outcome paper in the evening of the first day. It included 
the proposition to create an International Working Group 
that could carry the initiative forward. Participants were 
invited to join the Working Group tasked to follow-up on 
the recommendations made during the meeting and draft 
documents according to priorities set forth in the paper. 
Such participation was voluntary and not remunerated. 
In order to ensure the representation of all stakeholder 
groups, the Working Group was to be composed of at 
least one representative per category: 1) sending institu-
tion (governmental and non-governmental); 2) hosting 
institution (international, governmental and non-govern-
mental); 3) leading institutions (ICA and UNESCO); and 4) 
others with key expertise (funding, contacts/network, 
technical, etc.). swisspeace assured the coordination of 
the Working Group9  (see Box 1).

The process was guided by the principles of inclusion, 
transparency and an attitude of appreciation and 
optimism.

The first important choice concerned the careful 
selection of the invited participants.

7 	 The term “sending institution” 
refers to a governmental or 
non-governmental organization/
institution or a person that has 
found or is looking for a safe 
haven for archives/records. 
The term “hosting institution” 
refers to a governmental or 
non-governmental organization/
institution interested in or 
already offering a Safe Haven 
solution for archives/records at 
risk.

8 	 Find more information about 
the international expert working 
meeting “Safe Havens for 
Archives at Risk”, 6-7 October 
2016, Bern, Switzerland. https://
www.safehavensforarchives.
org/resources-2/international-
expert-working-meeting-safe-
haven-for-archives-at-risk/ (21 
June 2021).

	 Program: https://www.
swisspeace.ch/assets/
activities/downloads/Program_
expert_meeting_safe_haven_
for_archives_at_risk_final.pdf.

	 Outcome paper: 
	 https://www.swisspeace.ch/

assets/activities/downloads/
Save_havens_for_archives_
Final_outcome_paper_2016.pdf.

9	 See the composition of the 
international Working Group, as 
of January 2018. https://www.
swisspeace.ch/assets/activities/
downloads/Working_group_web.
pdf (09 July 2019).
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swisspeace co-facilitated the meeting with an inde-
pendent expert. 

2.4	 The refinement: An ad-hoc international Working 	
	 Group

Following the international expert working meeting, the 
newly established Working Group finalized the outcome 
paper. In January 2017, three months after the meeting, a 
Dutch member of the Group convened a one-day in-per-
son meeting in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. This was 
particularly welcome, as it broadened the international 
footprint of the process, since it was not the intention to 
center it in Switzerland. The FDFA and swisspeace 
wanted to ensure that it was not only a “Swiss initiative” 
but also carried by actors outside of Switzerland. This 
was particularly relevant because the envisioned out-
puts of the international Working Group aimed for inter-
national recognition. 

The goal of the meeting was to refine the tasks of the 
Working Group and to develop a work plan, defining who 
would do what by when in order to implement the recom-
mendations of the outcome paper of the international ex-
pert working meeting.

During spring and summer 2017, over a period of six 
months, several members drafted different types of con-
tent, which were to either be part of the “core document” 
or put into an annex: a typology of archives at risk, crite-
ria for trustworthy safe havens, standards/guiding prin-
ciples for safe havens for archives at risk and a generic 
agreement for safe haven solutions. As agreed during the 
meeting in Amsterdam, swisspeace then compiled all 
contents in the first draft of the “core document” in late 
summer 2017. During a conference call in September 
2017, swisspeace presented a first draft to the Working 
Group. This was the moment to discuss, on the one hand, 
pertinent questions regarding the content of the final 
document, such as: What is the precise nature and the 
title of the document? Who will be the audience? What is 
the aim of the document? On the other hand, the Group 
discussed questions regarding the process, such as: 
How should the draft principles be finalized? How can a 
document produced by a self-appointed expert group 
turn into a formally recognized product enjoying legiti-
macy and international reach?

Several important decisions were taken during the 
conference call. First, the Group agreed on the title of the 
document. It would be called “Guiding Principles for Safe 
Havens for Archives at Risk”. Second, the Group realized 
that in order to increase the chances of having the docu-
ment being endorsed in the future, it would be prudent to 
keep the core principles in one document, and to develop 

It was important to swisspeace to avoid having the sole 
lead in steering the process as well as building 
ownership among participants. 

 
Box 1: Members of the Working Group “Safe Havens for 
Archives at Risk”

	→ Sending institutions:  Historical Archive of the Na-
tional Police of Guatemala, National Center of His-
torical Memory of Colombia, UMAM Documentation 
and Research 

	→ Hosting institutions: FDFA, International Institute 
for Social History, National Archives of Finland, SFA 
University of Texas at Austin

	→ Leading institutions: ICA, International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC), UNESCO

	→ Others with key expertise: Trudy Huskamp Peterson, 
David Sutton, Tim Gollins, National Records of Scot-
land

	→ Coordination: swisspeace

Tracing the process on Safe Havens for Archives at Risk Tracing the process on Safe Havens for Archives at Risk
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more extensive guidelines on the implementation of the 
principles in a separate document, which would not be 
subject to endorsement10. Third, an editorial group, con-
sisting of six individuals was formed and was tasked to 
finalize the draft principles. Again, the rationale was to 
increase ownership, enhance quality by including more 
brains and to avoid having only one or two persons final-
ize the document. Fourth, the Group decided that the 
document should be endorsed by international bodies, 
e.g. ICA, UNESCO or the UN Human Rights Council. The 
group members concluded that endorsement would ide-
ally be sought gradually, aiming first at an endorsement 
by an international body with the specific technical ex-
pertise on the topic matter (in the present case the ICA) 
before bringing it into an international institution with a 
broader mandate (in the present case the UNESCO). The 
members tasked a small group to develop an endorse-
ment strategy and outreach plan. 

2.5	 The formalization: The endorsement by an interna	
	 tional organization

Between October 2017 and January 2018, the editorial 
team met several times to finalize the Guiding Principles. 
In this period, two decisions were made: First, the Group 
decided to aim for consultations within the ICA in the 
first half of 2018. This meant a final version needed to be 
completed by late March 2018. Luckily, the ICA repre-
sentative who was part of the Working Group was in a po-
sition to closely advise on the consultation processes 
within the ICA. Second, a member brought up the ques-
tion of organizing a public consultation of the draft Prin-
ciples. That was an idea the group had not thought of. As 
an ad-hoc self-appointed Working Group, its members 
and swisspeace as their coordinator strove to be inclu-
sive, in the hopes of improving the quality of the docu-
ment, of strengthening its legitimacy by broadening the 
number of contributors and of spreading the word about 
the existence of these draft Guiding Principles. Finally, 
the FDFA and swisspeace were convinced that giving the 

public and specific stakeholders the opportunity to com-
ment could lead to an increase in ownership in the final 
document. Hence, the decision was taken to indeed or-
ganize a public consultation and to use the channels of 
all members as well as swisspeace (mailing lists, news-
letters, websites)11 to invite feedback on the draft Guid-
ing Principles.12

swisspeace received more than forty commentaries 
by individuals and institutions from around the world. In 
March 2018, swisspeace intensively worked with the ed-

iting team to revise the Guiding Principles and to inte-
grate the feedback. By early April 2018, the Guiding Prin-
ciples were delivered to the ICA in time for the start of 
several consultation rounds. During the ICA consulta-
tions, swisspeace was in close contact with the ICA pro-
gram manager in charge. Upon recommendation of the 
ICA representative within the Working Group, this pro-
gram manager already joined the conference call in Sep-
tember 2017 and had since then been part of the discus-
sions in an advisory capacity. 

Why organize a public consultation? As an ad-hoc 
self-appointed Working Group, its members strove to 
be inclusive, in the hopes of improving the quality of 
the document, of strengthening its legitimacy by 
broadening the number of contributors and of 
spreading the word about the existence of the draft 
Guiding Principles.

11	 In the scope of the FDFA 
mandate, swisspeace 
runs a mailing list on 
Archives and Dealing with 
the Past for interested 
individuals/institutions. 
Find more information on 
the website: https://www.
safehavensforarchives.org/
resources-2/the-dealing-with-
the-past-listserv/(21 June 2021).

12	  Find more information about 
the public consultation on 
the website: https://www.

safehavensforarchives.org/
resources-2/draft-guiding-
principles-for-safe-havens-for-
archives-at-risk/ (21 June 2021).

10	 This document is now called 
“A Commentary to the Guiding 
Principles for Safe Havens for 
Archives at Risk” (12 July 2021).

The person in charge of the consultation within ICA 
has been part of our discussions early on, advising on 
the related ICA consultation’s processes. 
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After the final round of consultations, swisspeace 
prepared a final version of the Guiding Principles in Au-
gust 2018, which was shared with the ICA Executive 
Board. Within ICA, it was decided to take an online vote 
with the options (yes or no) on the Guiding Principles for 
Safe Havens for Archives at Risk, therewith avoiding fur-
ther discussions on the document. Eventually in October 
2018 the Executive Board of the ICA unanimously en-
dorsed the Guiding Principles for Safe Havens for Ar-
chives at Risk13. With this endorsement, the ICA consid-
ered the document as one of theirs and agreed to put it 
on the ICA website as a reference document. The influ-
ential Latin American Archives Association (ALA) fol-
lowed with its endorsement, representing countries 
where the need for safe havens has been apparent. Both 
endorsements marked the success of a process that 
started three years earlier. 

2.6 	The continuation: The Commentary to the Guiding 	
	 Principles

The Working Group did not stop working after these im-
portant endorsements. The earlier decision to have the 
core principles in one document and the explanatory set 
in another meant that the time had come to develop the 
Commentary to the Guiding Principles for Safe Havens 
for Archives at Risk as well as a generic agreement 

between sending and hosting institutions.14 Following an 
in-person meeting in late September 2019, the Working 
Group decided to transform into an “Advisory Commit-
tee” as it had carried out most of the tasks defined in the 
outcome paper of the October 2016 meeting, which were 
at the basis for its initial creation. In its new role, the Ad-
visory Committee will promote and advocate for the 
Guiding Principles, advise sending institutions, and 
search for additional hosting institutions under the coor-
dination of swisspeace, among other responsibilities.15

13	 As of November 2020, the 
Guiding Principles for Safe 
Havens for Archives at Risk have 
been endorsed by the Executive 
Board of the ICA, the Association 
for Latin American Archivists, 
the ICA Section on Human Rights 
and Archives, the ICA Section 
on Archives of Literature and 
Art as well as the ICA Section 
on University and Research 
Institution Archives.

14	 See the Commentary on 
the Guiding Principles for 
Safe Havens for Archives 
at Risk.  https://www.
safehavensforarchives.org/
assets/Uploads/Safe-Havens-
for-Archives-at-Risk/2020_
G1.PDF (12 July 2021).

15 	 Learn more about the Safe 
Havens for Archives at Risk 
initiative and its Advisory 
Committee. https://www.
safehavensforarchives.org/ (21 
June 2021)
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Reflecting on the four-year process, we, the authors, 
synthesized the following main challenges and identified 
lessons learned as well as success factors.

3.1 Challenges

	— Equal participation from a distance: Ensuring 
equal participation of members outside of Eu-
rope in the process was all but easy, mainly be-
cause of the remoteness of their location. Flying 
individuals in from outside of Europe for a one-
day meeting was against our ecological reason-
ing. Having members join the meeting by video 
conference call was our alternative. This ap-
proach had its limits. Due to low connectivity, re-
mote participants were only able to join with au-
dio. This made equal participation in discussions 
challenging for both the remote participants and 
the moderator(s). 

	— Limitations of conference calls: The main way of 
interaction with the international Working Group 
throughout the four years was via email and con-
ference calls. Everyone who has experience with 
conference calls knows about their limitations: 
difficulties related to technology (not functioning 
microphones, videos, etc.), no socializing time 
during coffee breaks, no informal chats, no face-
to-face exchange, etc.). We mitigated the chal-
lenge by ensuring that all members of the Work-
ing Group met physically at the start of the 
process. Furthermore, it was fortunate that a few 
already knew each other. 

	— Losing members: Three members dropped out 
along the way of the process. Our member at UN-
ESCO retired and was not replaced. We tried to 
keep a team colleague in the loop but given that 
this initiative did not fall in their portfolio, we did 
not manage to re-engage UNESCO to play a role 
in our Working Group. Two members of the Global 
South quit their jobs, mainly because their 

institutions turned highly unstable and were 
subject to political controversies. Both were not 
replaced either. 

	— Keeping a thematic focus: While the origin of the 
process, as mandated by the FDFA and also 
grounded in swisspeace’s specific expertise, 
has always been on the specific relevance of ar-
chives for Dealing with the Past processes, there 
was a natural tendency amongst the archival ex-
perts to look at the issue of safe havens for ar-
chives at risk from a more general perspective. 
To remain meaningful to all actors involved, the 
process had to respond to these various inter-
ests, without losing the overall focus on the orig-
inal mandate.

	— Possible politicization: The issue of protecting 
archives at risk is inherently political and often 
sensitive. Therefore, there were concerns that 
introducing the Guiding Principles in the ICA 
could meet opposition by certain actors, thus 
blocking the process. While the endorsement by 
ICA’s Executive Board went smoothly, this chal-
lenge remains an issue to consider in all future 
initiatives to further internationalize the Guiding 
Principles (for instance within UNESCO).

	— More donors needed for the continuation: The 
FDFA mandated swisspeace to coordinate the 
process leading to the endorsement of the Guid-
ing Principles and funded it throughout. The pro-
cess also led to the transformation of the Work-
ing Group into an Advisory Committee and to 
support swisspeace in its role as Central Infor-
mation Point for the Safe Haven program. Until 
today, it is unclear how the services around the 
Central Information Point can be financed in the 
long run. To ensure long-term sustainability of 
the program, more donors may be needed to fi-
nance the activities.

Conclusions3. Conclusions
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3.2	 Lessons learned

	— Narrowing down and scaling up: Our process of a 
gradual narrowing down starting with a public 
conference, continuing with a closed international 
expert working meeting, and the establishment of 
a Working Group with an editing committee proved 
to be successful to develop a concrete product. 
Once the product was created, we scaled it up 
again with the public consultation of the draft doc-
ument, its endorsement by the ICA and the contin-
ued outreach on the Guiding Principles. 

	— A careful and inclusive process design ensured 
that the product of an ad-hoc self-appointed group 
reached broad credibility and today carries the 
potential of being recognized as an international 
norm, thanks to the endorsement of the ICA and 
other institutions.

	— A process takes time. Our experience shows that a 
process of collectively developing something sim-
ply takes time. The entire process took three 
years. Of course, the FDFA, the SFA and swis-
speace could have partnered up and drafted the 
Guiding Principles themselves. However, this doc-
ument would not have the quality or the legitimacy 
it has without the inclusion of all the important 
stakeholders. Above all, reaching endorsement at 
the international level would have been unlikely. 
Including more actors in the process increases 
complexity and the need for good coordination. At 
the same time, this example shows that it can be 
worth the time and the resources.

	— Getting to know each other and building trust: We 
are convinced that in order to form the basis for a 
group of people to successfully work on a common 
endeavor, a physical meeting of more than one day 
is needed, ideally at the beginning of the process. 
Enough informal social time, e.g. a joint dinner 
should be planned for the people to mingle outside 

the official working time in order to have suffi-
cient time to interact informally and get to 
know each other.

	— The importance of the meeting location and 
venue is not be underestimated. Depending on 
the meeting purpose, the location should be 
easily reachable but outside a busy area with-
out options for distraction. The venue should 
make people feel at ease and should be filled 
with daylight. Enough space should be availa-
ble for everyone (as a guidance: 4 square me-
ters per person for a meeting that takes longer 
than half a day). 

	— Agenda design and facilitation are key: The 
agenda should be designed around reaching 
the goals of the meeting. With the agenda, one 
sets the ground for who gets included and ex-
cluded, who is given time to speak, and who is 
not. The same goes for facilitation. It matters 
whether the organizer facilitates the entire 
meeting and herewith holds control over the 
process, or shares facilitation with a second 
person, who enjoys trust by the group.

3.3	 Success factors

	— Open-led process: swisspeace and the FDFA 
led the process openly, with a general vision 
but without a predetermined agenda or out-
come. The process developed gradually, always 
with a political lens, and in the context of de-
veloping policies serving the concept of Deal-
ing with the Past. 

	— Committed participation: Because the process 
responded to a concrete gap in policymaking, it 
succeeded to mobilize a high degree of com-
mitment and participation by experts.

	— Inclusion of all stakeholders at the very begin-
ning: All stakeholders were included from the 
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very beginning of the process. We made sure we 
included individuals and institutions concerned 
about or affected by the topic, those who held 
important information and/or expert knowledge, 
those with the resources in terms of funding, 
network and time, and last but not least, those 
with the decision-making power, also in terms of 
those who are legitimate actors working on the 
issue of Safe Havens for Archives at Risk at the 
international level.

	— A combination of technical expertise and a full 
range of diplomatic instruments, including the 
relevant network and experience in multilateral 
work contributed to the fact that we were able to 
develop a quality document and have it endorsed 
by leading institutions on that matter at the in-
ternational level.

Conclusions
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Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA) – In 
the framework of its peace policy and human rights ac-
tivities, the FDFA is active in the field of dealing with the 
past and prevention of atrocities. Through these activi-
ties, it aims to prevent atrocities and to facilitate social 
reconciliation after serious violations of human rights or 
infringements of international humanitarian law. It sup-
ports bilateral and multilateral activities.

Building on these activities, the FDFA promotes and 
leads conceptual reflections and policy development in 
the field of dealing with the past and prevention of atroc-
ities. The particular issue of archives and dealing with 
the past features among them. 

swisspeace is a practice and research institute dedi-
cated to advancing effective peacebuilding. Partner-
ships with local and international actors are at the core 
of our work. Together, we combine expertise and creativ-
ity to reduce violence and promote peace in contexts af-
fected by conflicts.

As a practice and research institute, we have high ex-
pectations of ourselves. Not only in the field of research 
but also regarding practice. Our three boards help us to 
achieve this expectations by providing checks and bal-
ances as well as valuable inputs.
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