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Abstract 
 
The article describes Swiss engagements in helping resolve the North-South conflict in Sudan 
between 1994 and 2006. Special attention is given to three engagements: First, the House of 
Nationalities project, which aimed at supporting and developing traditional authority 
structures in the South Sudan and Nuba mountains. Second, the Nuba mountains cease-fire 
negotiations, which was facilitated by a joint Swiss-US mediation team, and which was central 
in preparing the IGAD North-South negotiations. Third, the IGAD negotiations between the 
government of Sudan (GoS) and the Sudanese People’s Liberation Army/Movement, that led 
to the Comprehensive Peace Agreement – ending a war that cost the lives of some 2 million 
people. The Swiss supported the IGAD process with one of their mediation experts. 
Methodologically, the case of Sudan highlights the importance of a dialogue approach in 
transforming conflicts. To be effective, dialogue needs to be combined with pressure, and has 
to be based on respect for all people, irrespective – but not ignoring – their behaviour. The 
three engagements were complementary time wise and in linking various political levels. This 
synergetic approach was made possible by having a group of Swiss diplomats and experts 
working on the case over a long period, as well as by working in close collaboration with 
Sudanese experts and other international organizations. The article shows that Switzerland 
can make a substantive contribution to peace, but that it is not yet using its full potential. A 
more active role abroad would require greater domestic support and a clearer long-term 
strategy.  
 
  
Keywords: Sudan, mediation, facilitation, dialogue, traditional governance, conflict 
transformation, negotiations, Swiss peace policy, peace agreement.  
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Introduction 
 
If Switzerland can contribute to peace in a country like Sudan, does it have the right not to? 
This article cannot answer the ethical dimension of this question, but it can contribute to the 
first part of the question by examining how Switzerland was engaged in supporting peace 
effort in Sudan since the mid-1990s. It shows that given certain opportunities, Swiss diplomats 
and experts can make a substantial contribution to peace and stability. The example of Sudan, 
however, also shows that Switzerland is not using its full potential to support peace in such 
contexts – even considering the many limitations a small country like Switzerland has in this 
field. Why? Two reasons stand out: First, there is still a strong ambivalence within Swiss 
society towards a more active foreign policy.1 Support for peace engagements yes,2 but without 
taking a lead role or substantial risks – unlike for example the Norwegians. This ambivalence 
is partly linked to the second point: the lack of clarity within Swiss society concerning what 
Switzerland is doing in this field, what it could do, and the reasons for such engagements. The 
aim of this article is to learn from the Swiss experiences in Sudan. On the one hand this 
exploration seeks to contribute to a wider dialogue about what kind of role Switzerland3 can 
and should take in the field of peacebuilding – both civilian and military, and on the other 
hand, to contribute to the methodological development of the field of mediation and 
facilitation.  

Methodologically, the Sudanese case indicates first and foremost the role of dialogue in 
transforming conflicts. In highly escalated conflicts as the Sudanese one, the role of dialogue is 
complementary to pressure, rather than replacing it. The logic behind the role of dialogue is 
that positions (what people say they want) are made in reaction to how one perceives the 
position of the other. By hearing the others position, and realising that the others position is 
different from what one thought it was, one can change one’s own position, thus creating 
space for more mutually acceptable options.4 To categorize various aspects of mediation and 
facilitation, phases (pre-negotiation, negotiation, implementation) seem more adequate than 
tracks.5 The Sudanese case also seems to indicate that power asymmetry can, in part, be 
evened out through inside or outside pressure as well as the process design. Finally, and 
perhaps this is the greatest challenge for the future, the Sudan shows that mediation of peace 
agreements needs to be consolidated by the facilitation of a whole range of other aspects of a 
peace process, e.g. concerning governance, institution building, and capacity building in 
general. For while the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) achieved what it set out to do, 
which was to end the war between the North and the South, the challenge of maintaining this 

                                                 
1 Bucher, Josef. Eine Nische für den Frieden. In: Altwegg, Jürg (Hrsg.) Helvetia im Aussendienst, was Schweizer in der Welt 
Bewegen. München, Wien: Nagel & Kimche, 2004, pp. 45-59, 54. 
2 Vgl. Bundesrat. Botschaft über einen Rahmenkredit für Massnahmen zur zivilen Konfliktbearbeitung und 
Menschenrechtsförderung vom 23 Oktober 2002, BBl 2002 7975, hier S. 8009ff (künftig zitiert als Botschaft Rahmenkredit 
2002). Online: http://www.admin.ch/ch/d/ff/2002/7975.pdf. (English version: Bill to Parliament concerning a credit facility 
for measures relating to conflict transformation and human rights, 2002 
http://www.eda.admin.ch/etc/medialib/downloads/edazen/doc/publi.Par.0050.File.tmp/Bill%20to%20Parliament%20credit%
20facility%20conflict%20transformation%20and%20human%20rights.pdf) 
3 Vgl. Greminger, Thomas. Vermittlungs- und Verfassungskompetenzen, Erfolgsfaktoren der Schweizer Friedensförderung. 
In: Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 5. Juli 2005. 
4 Interview des Verfassers mit Julian Hottinger, 29 März 2006.  
5 Track 1 = official, track 2 = non-official but influential, and track 3 = grassroots level. See Montville, Josef V. 1987, The 
Arrow and the Olive Branch, the Case for Track Two Diplomacy. In: McDonald, John W. & Bendahmane, Diana B. (eds.) 
Conflict Resolution: Track Two Diplomacy. Washington DC: Foreign Service Institute, US Department of State, p. 5-20. 
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peace and implementing the CPA still remain. Other conflicts in Sudan, such as in Darfur and 
Beja, are also still ongoing, and not covered by the CPA.  

This article does not analyse conflicts in Sudan, but rather focuses on Swiss peace 
engagements related to the North-South conflict, especially the Nuba Mountains cease-fire, 
the negotiations that led to the CPA, and the efforts to support the development of a “House 
of Nationalities” / “Traditional Leaders Forum”6 in South Sudan and the Nuba Mountains. 
Nevertheless, to set the context of these engagements, a brief sketch of the conflict in Sudan is 
given here: In the last civil war between the North and South lasting from 1983 until 2005, 
more than 4 million people were displaced, 600,000 refugees left the country, and more than 2 
million people lost their lives, either directly through the fighting, or indirectly from other 
consequences of the war, such as famine and disease.7 A key root to the conflicts in the Sudan 
was the segregation of the South from the North, already before independence in 1956. The 
subsequent “war of conflicting visions”, cultural incompatibility and disparate development of 
the North and Central Sudan on the one hand, and the South Sudan and other regions (e.g. 
Beja in the East and Darfur in the West) is one main reason why the Sudan has only 
experienced some 10 years of peace in the last 50 years.8 Politics of cultural, political and 
economic domination by the central government of Sudan (GoS) in Khartoum further 
cemented the divisions already existing before independence in 1956 and that were 
increasingly detrimental to all the marginalized areas.9 Conflicts over the use of oil, land and 
water have to be seen in the context of this regionally unequal development.10 The increasing 
drought since the 1970s in the Sahel zone has severely affected livelihoods and contributed to 
migration and conflicts.11 Rather than ethnic differences being the cause of conflict, there has 
been a disrespect for cultural diversity and an “ethnization” of conflict, where groups are 
mobilized by the elite along ethnic lines to fight for the interests and benefits of a few.12 In 
South Sudan the situation is also very delicate, with a history of South-South conflict either on 
a tribal level or between rival rebel groups, as for example between various factions of the 
Sudanese People’s Liberation Movement / Army (SPLM/A) in the early 1990s. 

The Sudan has also been of interest to other powers.  Egypt, for example, is dependent 
on the waters of the Nile flowing through Sudan, and is therefore interested in a united Sudan, 
construction of the Jonglei Canal through the wetlands of South Sudan, and influence on 

                                                 
6 Article 173 of the Draft Interim Constitution of Southern Sudan 2005 uses the term: “Councils of Traditional Authority 
Leaders” see: http://www.gurtong.org/constitution.asp 
7 UN 2005. UN Sudan, United Nations Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) Background. 
http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/missions/unmis/background.html. 
8 “It goes without saying that the long costly war that our people waged intermittently since independence half a century ago, 
has been a war of conflicting visions. And whereas wealth and power sharing appeared to capture the limelight, issues of 
culture and cultural incompatibilities have really always constituted the deep underlying cause of the conflict.” Salva Kiir 
statement before South Sudan parliament, 10. April 2006, 
http://www.gurtong.org/ResourceCenter/weeklyupdates/wu_contents.asp?wkupdt_id=299 
9 Rogier, Emeric. Designing an Integrated Strategy for Peace, Security and Development in Post-Agreement Sudan. The Hague: 
Netherlands Institute of International Relations “Clingendael’ Conflict Resolution Unit, April 2005. 
http://www.clingendael.nl/publications/2005/20050400_cru_paper_rogier.pdf. 
10 Suliman, Mohamed. The Sudan: A Continent of Conflicts. A Report on the State of War and Peace in the Sudan. Berne: FAST 
Country Risk Profiles 1999. swisspeace, 1999. http://www.swisspeace.org/uploads/FAST/CPs/The%20Sudan%201999.pdf 
11 Suliman, The Sudan. 
12 Perner, Conradin. The Human Rights of Cultures, Lessons from Experiences with Traditional South Sudanese Cultures. 
Nairobi: Conference on Emergent Human Rights Themes in East Africa, Callenges for Human Rights NGOs, October 2004. 
And: Suliman, The Sudan. 
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Sudanese policies.13 Egypt has also been concerned about Islamic fundamentalist policies of 
the government of Sudan (GoS). The attempted Sudanese assassination of Egyptian President 
Hosni Mubarak on 26 June 1995 isolated the country and led to UN sanctions between 1996 
and 2001.14 China and Malaysia – generally supporting the GoS so as not to endanger their 
business relations – have also played a key role through their participation in the oil 
extraction. The USA has often followed an ambivalent stand towards the Sudan, US domestic 
support for Christians in the Southern Sudan, concern about Sudan being a potential “rogue 
state” before and after 9/11 (since Sudan had hosted Bin Laden in the 1990s).  The Clinton 
administration imposed trade sanctions on the government of Sudan in November 1997.15 At 
the same time, however, the CIA supported it in order to access its information on terrorism.16  

This article is based on interviews with experts from the Swiss Department of Foreign 
Affairs involved in Sudan (in chronological order of their involvement in Sudan):17 
Ambassador Josef Bucher,18 Conradin ‘Kwacakworo’ Perner,19 Julian Hottinger,20 Salman Bal21 
and Ambassador Jean-Daniel Biéler.22 Secondly, two Sudanese perspectives were included: 
Atta El Battahani23 and Mey Ahmed.24 These interviews were complemented by the referenced 
documents and literature. The research for the article took place in the context of the 
Mediation Support Project (MSP)25, a joint project between the Center for Security Studies, 
ETH Zurich and swisspeace, funded by the Political Division IV of the Swiss Foreign Ministry. 

The following broad definition of mediation is used to grasp the various approaches 
influencing mediation today: “Mediation is generally defined as the intervention in a 
negotiation or a conflict of an acceptable third party who has limited or no authoritative 

                                                 
13 Mason, Simon. From Conflict To Cooperation in the Nile Basin. Zürich: Center for Security Studies, Swiss Federal Institute 
of Technology, ETH Zurich, 2004. http://www.isn.ethz.ch/pubs/ph/details.cfm?id=7387 
14 UN. Use of Sanctions Under Chapter VII, of the UN Charter Sudan, Office of the Spokesman for the Secretary-General, 
Updated January 2006. http://www.un.org/News/ossg/sudan.htm 
15 Dagne, Ted. Sudan: Humanitarian Crisis, Peace Talks, Terrorism, and U.S. Policy. CRS Issue Brief for Congress. 
Washington, DC:Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Division updated 12 April 2006. 
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/IB98043.pdf 
16 Booker, Salih/Colgan, Ann-Louise. Africa Policy Outlook 2006. Foreign Policy In Focus (FPIF), 17. März 2006. 
17 Other Swiss diplomats / experts involved in the Sudan, such as Andrea Semadeni, Thierry Regenass, Pietro Piffaretti, 
Jeremias Blaser, Marianne Engler and Andrea Reichlin (Chargé d'Affaires in Khartoum) could not be interviewed. 
18 Josef Bucher: Swiss Ambassador to Libya from 1994-1997, to Kenya from 1997-2001, and Special Representative on Conflict 
Issues from 2001-2005. At present he is Swiss Ambassador to Finland. In 2002 Amb Bucher led the US-Swiss mediation team 
facilitating the Nuba Mountains cease fire negotiations.  
19 Conradin Kwacakworo Perner: Swiss scholar with professional experiences in the fields of literature, ethnography and 
humanitarian work. Besides his studies of the Anyuak in South Sudan, he was engaged by the International Committee of the 
Red Cross and by Unicef as a delegate. As of 2001 he has been attached to the Expert Pool of the Swiss Federal Department of 
Foreign Affairs.  
20 Julian Thomas Hottinger: Expert in Mediation and Facilitation attached to the Expert Pool of the Swiss Federal Department 
of Foreign Affairs. Over the last years he has been working in peace processes within Burundi, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, 
Sudan and Aceh in Indonesia. He was involved in the Nuba mountains cease fire negotiations and the North South 
negotiation that led to the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA).  
21 Salman Bal: Swiss diplomat, assistant to Amb Bucher from May 2003 - October 2005 and to Amb Biéler as of  October 2005 
for dealing with the various peace processes in the Sudan 
22 Jean-Danile Biéler: Special Ambassador for dealing with Conflict in Sudan, Ambassador in Special Mission for Human 
Security Questions (dealing mainly with the Sudan) since Oct. 2005. Prior to this, Swiss ambassador to the D.R. Congo, Costa 
Rica and Brussels (Stability Pact) 
23 Atta El Battahani: Professor, Department of Political Science, University of Khartoum, Sudan 
24 Mey Ahmed: PhD candidate at the University of Khartoum involved in the NCCR North South project on environmental 
change and conflict transformation.  
25 The aim of the project is enhance capacities in the field of mediation and facilitation in peace processes, namely: 1) to 
gather lessons learned through practice oriented research, 2) develop training modules and 3) to network between academia, 
NGO, government and practitioners. 
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decision-making power but who assists the involved parties in voluntarily reaching a mutually 
acceptable settlement of issues in dispute. In addition to addressing substantive issues, 
mediation may also establish or strengthen relationships of trust and respect between parties 
or terminate relationships in a manner that minimizes costs and psychological harm.”26 The 
role of a mediation team (generally more than one mediator is involved) is to structure and 
guide the negotiation process, facilitate communication, empower the parties to express their 
interests and needs, and help them find common ground. Mediators seek to help the parties 
discover and agree on mutually acceptable solutions, rather than imposing solutions from the 
outside. Mediation has been used in nearly half of all the international crises in the post-Cold 
War period. On average, a mediated crisis has a five times greater probability of reaching a 
formal agreement, than a non mediated conflict. Manipulative mediation (use of incentives 
and disincentives) increases the probability of reaching an agreement, while facilitative 
mediation (focus on communication and process) increases the probability of longer term 
tension reduction. 27 
 Facilitation as a term is broader than mediation, although it entails many similar 
activities. In contrast to mediation, facilitation is generally less interventionist in style. In 
mediation, for example, the conflict parties initially do not speak directly with each other, but 
speak via the mediator (even if they are sitting in the same room). In comparison there is 
generally more direct dialogue between the conflict parties in a dialogue facilitation. While 
mediation often seeks to support negotiations that have a concrete decision as the intended 
outcome, facilitation may not focus on decisions, but on having a better understanding of the 
others perceptions as the goal.28 The mandate from the conflict parties to the mediator is also 
more explicit than in a facilitation. Another understanding of the word “facilitator” is the 
“grand facilitator”, the moral guarantor of a process, such as Nelson Mandela in the Burundi 
Peace Process, or General Sumbeiywo in Sudan. In this context, the mediator is more the 
operational mediator, while the facilitator hosts and supervises the process.  

The article is structured as follows: The first section summarizes how the Swiss became 
involved in the Sudan, and the policy rationale in Bern for the support of the Sudanese 
engagement. The second section examines the House of Nationalities project, mainly focusing 
on South Sudan and the Nuba mountains. The third section looks at the Nuba mountains 
cease fire negotiations on the Burgenstock. The fourth section seeks to trace the IGAD led 
negotiations subsequent to the Nuba mountain cease fire, which led to the CPA, where one 
Swiss expert participated as a mediator. The fifth section focuses on methodological questions 
of how conflicts can be transformed through mediation and facilitation. The final concluding 
section then sums up the key lessons and proposes an outlook.   
 

                                                 
26 Moore, Christopher. The Mediation Process: Practical Strategies for Resolving Conflict. (3nd edition). San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass Publishers, 2003, S. 15. It is noteworthy, that an earlier edition of this book the word “neutral third party” instead of 
“acceptable third party” was used. This seems to reflect general changing understanding of the role of a mediator in Western 
literature, from the need to be neutral, to impartial, to omnipartial or multipartial, to being acceptable. In many cases multi-
partiality will help acceptability, but in other cases it is not necessary. Indeed, often it seems that the ability of a mediator to 
extend the interests of the parties is more important than being impartial. 
27 Beardsley, Kyle C./Quinn, David M./Biswas, Bidisha/Wilkenfeld, Jonathan. Mediation Style and Crisis Outcomes. In: 
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 50(2006), Nr. 1, p. 77. 
28 Fisher, Ronald. Interactive Conflict Resolution. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1997. See also: Kelman, Herbert. 
Experiences from 30 Years of Action Research on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. In: Spillmann, Kurt/Wenger Andreas (eds.). 
Nr. 54: Zeitgeschichtliche Hintergründe aktueller Konflikte VII. Zürich: Center for Security Studies, ETH Zurich. 
http://www.isn.ethz.ch/pubs/ph/details.cfm?lng=en&v33=60129&size51=20,20&id=838 
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1. Initiation and Rationale for the Swiss Engagement in Sudan 
 
What led to the Swiss involvement? Swiss Ambassador Josef Bucher was posted in Libya from 
1994 to 1997. He spoke Arabic, had close contacts with the Sudanese ambassador, and was 
approached by him and asked if the Swiss could facilitate talks between the government of 
Sudan and the SPLM/A in the South Sudan. The Swiss Foreign Ministry agreed to help, and 
this was then the basis of a series of bilateral talks between the Swiss and the GoS, and the 
Swiss and the SPLM/A. Various issues were discussed during these talks, which took place in 
Switzerland over the years. Ambassador Bucher travelled regularly to Khartoum and Southern 
Sudan during this period. This enabled Switzerland to get to know the key issues, as well as to 
reflect on possible solutions. The GoS diplomats from Libya involved in these talks later 
moved up in the government and helped Ambassador Bucher to establish personal contacts to 
key people in the government. From 1997 to 2001 Josef Bucher was then appointed Swiss 
Ambassador in Nairobi. As the South Sudanese diaspora were mainly based there, this led to 
intensified contacts between Ambassador Bucher and the South Sudanese – and the “House of 
Nationalities” project that started in 2000. At times during the talks in Switzerland, a Swiss 
Federal Councillor was involved, to show to the Sudanese that Switzerland was behind the 
process at the very highest political level. In general, however, the talks occurred in a discrete 
manner. Ambassador Bucher was then appointed to “Special Representative on Conflict 
Issues” in 2001, focusing on the Sudan.29 

The talks between 1994 and 2002 can be viewed as a pre-negotiation phase, as 
confidence-building talks, testing the waters, finding out how far each side could go, but also 
becoming aware of the costs and difficulties involved in serious negotiations. These talks did 
not take place directly between the parties, but indirectly through the Swiss delegation. 
Besides building trust and personal relations, this phase also resulted in a “non-paper” 
(Document 160) from the Swiss side with concrete options on how one could deal with the 
most difficult questions. One idea reflected in this paper was that of “asymmetric federalism”, 
giving one region more power than the other regions. It is plausible that the Sudanese parties 
chose Switzerland for the Nuba Mountains cease-fire negotiations in 2002 not only because 
they knew Ambassador Bucher, but also because they knew the Swiss stance towards power 
sharing in Sudan, being in favour of a high degree of autonomy for the South, yet not for 
secession. 30 Julian Hottinger was also involved in the Nuba Mountains cease-fire negotiations; 
this led to his involvement in the subsequent IGAD/Naivasha talks that resulted in the signing 
of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in January 2005. 

What is the Swiss rationale for supporting peace? The Swiss foreign policy report of 
200031 stated peacebuilding as one of five aims of Swiss foreign policy. Rationales for this 
priority include: greater security in Switzerland through stability and peace abroad, based on 

                                                 
29 Bucher, Eine Nische für den Frieden, S. 46. 
30 Bucher, Eine Nische für den Frieden, 48. and an interview of the aurthor with Ambassador Bucher on the 26 May 2006.  
31 Aussenpolitischer Bericht 2000, Präsenz und Kooperation: Interessenwahrung in einer zusammenwachsenden Welt. 
Bundesrat, 15 November 2000. 
http://www.eda.admin.ch/etc/medialib/downloads/edazen/doc/publi.Par.0001.File.tmp/Aussenpolitischer%20Bericht%20200
0.pdf (English version: Foreign Policy Report 2000: Presence and Cooperation: Safeguarding Switzerland’s interests in an 
integrating world. 2000 
http://www.eda.admin.ch/etc/medialib/downloads/edazen/doc/publi.Par.0004.File.tmp/Swiss%20Foreign%20Policy%20Repo
rt%202000%20-%20Unofficial%20English%20translation%20.pdf) 
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the understanding that Switzerland is highly dependent on other countries and that stability 
abroad serves for stability at home. A study by the World Bank32 estimates some of these 
indirect impacts of destabilised countries in “developed” countries as including human 
trafficking and smuggling, drug trade, terrorism, spread of disease and organized crime. 
Another motivation for this policy priority are Swiss economic and political interests. A peace 
engagement can, for example, lead to access to other influential states and intergovernmental 
organizations (such as the UN), thus serving for a high international profile. The 
humanitarian tradition of Switzerland also plays a role. As Switzerland benefits from an 
economically globalized world, it also has the responsibility of sharing the burden of the 
negative aspects of an increasingly interdependent system of states. Prevention of forced 
migration is a further point, creating stability in countries of political unrest is the best form of 
preventing forced migration.33 
 On a more operational level, criteria to decide on where to engage in peacebuilding 
activities are outlined in the Botschaft Rahmenkredit 2002.34 These criteria were, however, 
only written down five years after the Swiss engagement in Sudan had been decided. The use 
of these criteria basically follow either an “opportunity” approach, focused on making best use 
of opportunities when they arise, or a more “strategic” approach, setting priority areas and 
focusing on them. The Sudan case clearly follows the first model. When Sudanese diplomats 
asked for help from Switzerland, the Swiss Foreign Ministry seized the opportunity, rather 
than having pro-actively sought it.  

The Sudan was and is in a situation of grave crisis. As the largest country in Africa, it 
has borders to nine other African countries: Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, D.R. Congo, 
Central African Republic, Chad, Libya and Egypt (see Map 1). The potential for regional 
conflict spillover is very real, as the Darfur, Sudan-Chad case, or the North-South Conflict 
with spillovers to Uganda (Lord’s Resistance Army) or the Eritrean-Sudanese tensions over 
Beja show. Potential spillovers concern arms trafficking, forced migration, militias (paid by 
various different sources and at times fighting proxy wars in the neighbouring country). 
Building peace and preventing conflict are thus important for humanitarian reasons, but also 
because the negative impacts of an instable region are often felt far from their source.  
 The Swiss engagement in Sudan consists of humanitarian aid, support for the United 
National Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) and civilian peacebuilding efforts in the more narrow 
sense, the latter being the focus of this article. The humanitarian involvement in the Sudan 
goes back to 1994, supporting the “Operation Lifeline Sudan” in South Sudan and the Nuba 

                                                 
32 Collier, Paul/Elliott, V. L./Hegre, Havard/Hoeffler, Anke/Reynal-Querol, Marta/Sambanis, Nicholas. Breaking the Conflict 
Trap - Civil War and Development Policy. Washington DC: World Bank/Oxford University Press, 2003. 
http://econ.worldbank.org/prr/CivilWarPRR/ 
33 Bericht  über Massnahmen zur Konfliktbearbeitung und Menschrechtsförderung, EDA, 2004. 
http://www.ssn.ethz.ch/forschung/amt/documents/Bericht_Massnahmen_2005.pdf  (In English: Peace and human rights in 
Switzerland’s foreign policy: 
http://www.eda.admin.ch/etc/medialib/downloads/edazen/topics/peasec/peac.Par.0032.File.tmp/Peace%20and%20human%2
0rights%20in%20Switzerland's%20foreign%20policy%202005.pdf) 
34 Botschaft Rahmenkredit 2002 (English version: Bill to Parliament 2002): The Swiss Federal Dept. of Foreign Affairs uses the 
following criteria as guidelines for its engagements. Its engagements should focus on 1) violent conflicts with a high escalation 
potential, 2) work at upper and mid levels. The engagements should have a:  3) thematic and geographic focus (foreign policy 
interests, demand, entry points, international cooperation, synergies, calculated risks), and 4) a mid term planning horizon. 
The engagements 5) should consider the needs of the people affected by conflict, 6) treat parties equally and seek to be 
transparent, 7) respect cultural and religious diversity, 8) take account of the gender perspective: the role of men and women 
in dealing with conflict, 9) combine multilateral and bilateral civil conflict management, and the 19) need for institutional 
learning.   
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Mountains; it relates mainly to water and hygiene projects of the UNICEF, as well as to the 
World Food Program (WFP) in the form of food aid, roads and humanitarian de-mining. The 
Swiss humanitarian engagement consists of 5 million CHF per year for South Sudan and CHF 
10 million for Darfur between 2004 and 2005.35 The other main financial support to Sudan is 
channelled through the United National Mission in Sudan (UNMIS), in the range of about 
CHF 15 million in the year 2006 (first payment May 2005), the obligatory 1.197 percent 
contribution as a UN member state.36 Peace policy, the focus of this article, receives a small 
amount in comparison, about CHF 1.5 million in 2006.37 Ongoing Swiss support for peace in 
Sudan includes the House of Nationalities project presented below, as well as other initiatives, 
not described here due to limited space, as for example the Gurtong Peace Project,38 
development of maps for the entire South Sudan, Nuba Mountains, Darfur, Blue Nile and 
Abyei (a project that started with the Nuba Mountains cease-fire), a fellowship program 
supporting education of South Sudanese, support in the security sector, and support for the 
development of a Cultural Centre39 in South Sudan. 
 
 
 
2. The House of Nationalities (HoN) 
 
In November 2000, Ambassador Bucher organized a three-day workshop in Aberdare, Kenya 
aimed at exploring how governance in South Sudan could be shaped. The war between North 
and South was still ongoing, no peace was in sight, but irrespective of this, Bucher was 
convinced that the question of governance in South Sudan had to be addressed urgently. The 
idea of the House of Nationalities (HoN) was born at this 2000 Aberdare workshop. The 
following section first focuses on the rationale for such an instrument of peace-keeping and 
conflict-resolution in the context of South Sudan, before then examining how it came about 
and developed.  Methodologically, the HoN project is a typical “facilitation” rather than a 
“mediation”.  
 

                                                 
35 Deza, Schweizerische Direktion für Entwicklung und Zusammenarbeit, Sudan 
http://www.deza.admin.ch/index.php?langID=6&navID=21093 
36 As comparison: The Swiss contribution to UNMIS from July 2006 to July 2007 is 17 million CHF. The total UNMIS costs in 
the year July05/July06 were about 1.2 billion CHF and the total UN peacekeeping worldwide in the same year about 4.2 
billion CHF. Source: www.un.org; and the UN coordination office of the Swiss Federal Dept. of Foreign Affairs.  
37 Interview with Ambassador Jean-Danile Biéler, Berne, 26 April 2006. 
38 The Gurtong peace project, launched by Napoleon Adok Gai and supported by the Swiss, aims to support a coalition for 
peace in South Sudan among the diaspora, that often supported the war more than peace. Since its initiation in 2001, the 
website <www.gurtong.org> has developed into a key information portal, making key documents widely available, countering 
rumors, and as a platform to discuss and form opinions. 
39 The nucleus of the cultural centre would be the assembly hall for the meetings of the traditional leaders, around which 
other centres would be created (such as a museum, research-centre, library and archives, schools of arts and music, centre for 
dialogue and peace, vocational and teaching-centres, a sport-centre etc.). The project tries to situate the HoN in a cultural and 
scientific environment, with the support of Unesco. A feasibility study by Kwacakworo has been made. 
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Map 1: Sudan. The political borders are often debated and not officially recognized, the borders 
on the map should therefore only be taken as rough orientation.  
 
 
 
2.1 Challenge of Governance in South Sudan: A Rationale for HoN 
Since before independence, the South had been segregated from the North, and there had 
been little opportunity for a South-wide governance structure to develop. The some 62 ethnic 
communities in Southern Sudan were governed by a traditional chiefs system; after the 
outbreak of the second civil war, the military opposition groups (e.g. SPLM/A and various 
militias) were superimposed, with strong links to the larger tribes (e.g. Dinka, Nuer) as their 
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power bases. While in the past some individuals were killed with spears in the course of tribal 
conflicts, now hundreds were killed with modern weapons. There were many peace 
conferences between the various tribes (see the Appendix), but they were ad hoc; though the 
agreements worked for a while, raids and tribal wars often resumed. The peace conferences 
failed to address the structural problems of the South. The cultural norms of how to deal with 
conflict and reconciliation were lost, as the modern wars occurred outside the various 
culture’s moral bonds.40 So the burning question remained, how to deal with tribal conflicts in 
South Sudan? For the daily life and survival of people living in South Sudan, conflicts within 
the South often have a greater and more direct impact than the tensions between the South 
and North.  

In contrast to an imported Western governance model,41 the idea of the HoN was to 
develop an institution based on the traditional governance system already in existence, in 
order to support the development of a system that fit the reality, needs and cultures of 
southern Sudan.42 Underlying the HoN is the understanding that the diversity of cultures is 
one of the greatest riches of southern Sudan, and that the rights of ethnic and cultural 
communities need to be protected to safeguard peace and justice. Culture is the basis of 
identity and without the recognition and the respect of the dignity of all cultural identities, 
there can be no lasting peace, no development and no harmonious cultural change. If respect 
for a person’s culture is not given, the group’s identity is attacked, and the group may retaliate 
to survive psychologically or physically. Thus lack of respect for cultures can lead to war: all 
the civil wars in the Sudan were – and are – based on the lack of respect for cultural 
identities.43 Every culture has problematic aspects, respect for cultures does not mean ignoring 
these, it is much more a question of how to address them: the answer is through dialogue 
based on knowledge and respect – thus the need for a platform for dialogue between the 
cultures of southern Sudan, the idea behind the HoN.44 
 
2.2 Process and Events in the Development of the House of Nationalities 
The development of the House of Nationalities can be subdivided into three phases: the first 
phase, from it’s initiation in 2000 to its endorsement by a wider public in 2003; the second 
phase, including workshops and conferences spreading and developing the idea; the third 
phase, from the Nuba Mountains Traditional Leaders Conference in July 2005 to the present.  
 
First Phase: Initiation and Development of the HoN Idea45 
Ambassador Bucher opened the conference in Aberdare in November 2000, attended by 
southern Sudanese intellectuals, but then he left, in order to leave the ownership of the 
workshop in the hands of the southern Sudanese; and also to make it less of a high-profile, 
diplomatic “Swiss” event. There were, however, two Swiss in attendance, Andrea Semadeni, 
                                                 
40 Perner, The Human Rights of Cultures, S. 10 
41 Perner, The Human Rights of Cultures demonstrates this on the case of torture: in some cultures in South Sudan it is viewed 
as far more inhuman to imprison a person than to beat him/her if they have trespassed a socially-accepted standard. By 
exporting Western notions of human rights  (e.g. imprisonment is allowed, beating is not), there is a danger of cultural 
colonialism. The West’s tendency to preach human rights is often counter productive. For if people are preached to, if they 
are criticized, there is no dialogue, they stop listening, communication brakes down. 
42 Bucher, Josef. Innovative Ansätze für die Friedenspolitik, zur Rolle von Institutionen in der Konfliktbewältigung. In: Neue 
Zürcher Zeitung, 16 Januar 2004. 
43 Conradin “Kwacakworo” Perner in an email to the author, 3 June 2006 
44 Perner, The Human Rights of Cultures. 
45 Based on interviews with Kwacakworo, Salman Bal and Josef Bucher, May 2006. 
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on administrative issues, and Conradin “Kwacakworo” Perner, as an expert on South Sudan. 
Kwacakworo had been in contact with the Sudan since 1974, had lived with the Anyuak tribe 
in the southern Sudan for five years, had learned their language and culture, and thus was seen 
by many southern Sudanese as “one of them”. His role at the workshop was very much in the 
background: listening and ready to intervene as a backstop if anything were to go wrong. For 
the divergences between the participants attending were great. The Kenyan human rights 
activist Dr. Willy Mutunga moderated the workshop. During the discussions and 
brainstorming, the idea of a House of Nationalities (HoN) was aired by one of the elders from 
southern Sudan, as a forum in which all the southern Sudanese tribes could meet on an equal 
footing in order to deal with pending political and cultural problems. Dr. Peter Adwok Nyaba 
was given the task to commit this idea to paper; he did it by January 2001, yet not in the most 
diplomatic language. Since Peter Advok was known for his critical stand towards the SPLM/A 
leadership, the HoN was from the beginning, often wrongly perceived as being an anti-
SPLM/A idea. To make the document more consensus-oriented the document was 
substantially revised by various people later on.  

In December 2001, a one-day workshop was attended by 30 prominent southern 
Sudanese in Nairobi, where the idea of the HoN was strongly endorsed. This all led to the 
“final” HoN version outlined in a small “blue” booklet in January 2002. The aim of the HoN46 
is to: 

 
1) Provide for a space for all the ethnic communities of South Sudan to meet,  
2) Promote and recognize the dignity of all Southern Sudanese communities,  
3) Be a body to be consulted by the government before laws or policies that affect the 

communities are adopted,  
4) Lay the foundation of the identity of the Sudan in its cultural diversity, rather than in a 

concept of one dominating the others,  
5) Serve as a venue to settle disputes.   

 
During the following years numerous workshops, conferences and events were organized, in 
which the HoN became widely known, the concept developing in the process of discussions. A 
key dynamic of this process was a spreading of the idea to a wider range of stakeholders, e.g. 
the youth, women, diaspora (e.g. in Uganda) the tribal chiefs and the SPLM/A.  

The third workshop on the HoN took place in Hotel Panafric, Nairobi, in January 
2003; it was attended by about 80 people47 and came out in strong support of the concept. A 
HoN committee was set up, made up of representatives of three southern Sudanese regions, 
the churches and civil society NGOs. The HoN committee’s task was to organize a conference 
of the chiefs and kings of all the ethnic communities of southern Sudan. The committee failed 
in this task, however, both because of the lack of organizational capacity of the elected 
committee members, and because of the resistance to the HoN idea from the side of the 
SPLM/A. The SPLM/A were internally divided regarding the HoN, John Garang (No. 1 in 
SPLM/A) was critical of it “remaining to be convinced”, while Salva Kiir Mayardit (No. 2 in 
the SPLM/A) and Riek Machar Teny (No. 3 in SPLM/A) were generally more in favour of it, 
although this was for a long time not publicly made clear. Thus there was a personal 
                                                 
46 See House of Nationalities, http://www.houseofnationalities.org/ 
47 Representatives from civil society NGOs, SPLM, various Sudanese personalities, and UNICEF. From the Swiss side, 
Ambassador Bucher, Kwacakworo and Thierry Regenass attended.  
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dimension to the question of the HoN, people in part siding for or against the HoN, 
depending on who they wanted to stay in favour with. Besides the personal dimensions, there 
were also various opinions on the content question on how much the grassroots should be 
included in the governance structure of southern Sudan, as well as the delicate balance 
between the role of the traditional chiefs and the political leaders of the SPLM/A in a “New 
Sudan”. Due to the HoN-concept’s bottom up approach regarding governance, as well as 
because of the controversial figure of Peter Advok (who later worked more in the background 
due to this), the SPLM/A wavered between being for or against it. 
 
Second Phase: Youth and Women conferences48 
After the failed attempt to organize a conference of chiefs by the HoN committee, the 
southern Sudanese behind the idea, as well as the people supporting it from the Swiss side, 
Ambassador Bucher and Kwacakworo, explored other paths and activities of a more low 
profile nature. On the initiative of Sudanese youth based in Nairobi, four youth workshops 
were organized, one in Kenya, in 2003, and three in the South Sudan, in Akon,  Bahr-el-
Ghazal, in 2003, in Equatoria, and in Upper Nile in 2004. The motivation of the youth was to 
actively participate in the political questions. For while they felt the impact of politics made by 
the elders, they were often marginalized in shaping these policies, similar to the women. The 
Akon and Upper Nile workshop went beyond a pure youth meeting to become a forum for 
dialogue between the youth and the political important personalities of the region (e.g. SPLM-
leaders such as Johnson Juma Okot, Deputy Governor of Equatoria Region, or Riek Machar 
Teny). 

Based on the youth workshop in Karen in 2003, the “Young Women Forum” prepared 
a workshop of women on the HoN idea, that took place in November 2003. Each day began 
with dances and songs, making space for an uplifting, creative discussion during the day. 
Mama Kezia, SPLM commissioner for women and gender affairs, opened the meeting, and 
publicly stressed the importance of the HoN as a peacebuilding instrument of good 
governance. Angelina Teny, the wife of Riek Machar, facilitated the workshop. Thus while the 
SPLM/A men in favour of the HoN were for a long time cautious about any public statement, 
the SPLM women pushed ahead. Partly the reasoning from the side of the women was that 
there is a need for changing certain negative aspects of their culture, especially regarding 
women. This can only happen, however, through dialogue with the chiefs, thus there is a need 
for a platform for this dialogue, which is where the HoN comes in. The name “House of 
Nationalities” is deliberately not called “House of Chiefs” to indicate its ownership by all 
actors in society, by the “peoples” the “nationalities” of southern Sudan. In Arabic the term 
“el-Mazalla el-kawmiya” was used, signifying “umbrella” or “balcony”. During this phase a 
study tour was also organized by Jeremias Blaser, giving the opportunity to about 10 southern 
Sudanese to visit the traditional governance structures in Botswana, to compare, reflect and 
develop the idea. 

Towards the end of the low profile phase, in which the HoN idea developed and 
became known in southern Sudan, the verbal displeasure from the SPLM/A towards the idea 
became more vocal, and people in favour of the HoN were even threatened or were at times 
forced to leave southern Sudan. The Kamuto June-July 2004 conference organized by the 

                                                 
48 Based on interviews with Kwacakworo and on: Perner, Conradin: Arbeitsbericht über den Aufbau des geplanten „House of 
Nationalities“ im Süd-Sudan, während des Jahres 2003 und den ersten Monaten des Jahres 2004. 
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SPLM/A (funded by USAID), where some 300 kings and chiefs were invited, can be viewed as 
an effort by the SPLM/A to bring the chiefs on board – thus taking up some of the ideas of the 
HoN – yet at the same time doing this in a form that would allow the SPLM/A to maintain 
control over it. Due to the hostile sentiments of the SPLM/A to the HoN, all activities related 
to it had to slow down following the Kamuto conference. The Kamuto conference was above 
all, however, a clear indication that the SPLM/A realised they had to consider traditional 
structures in the governance of southern Sudan, even if the form, name and role of such 
institutions were still being debated. 
 
Third Phase: Nuba Mountains Trad. Leaders Conference up to date49 
The third phase was marked by an increasingly clear political recognition of the important 
role of traditional authority by the government of southern Sudan as well as by international 
organizations such as the UNDP. The HoN began to again enjoy a more open support from 
the SPLM/A after the death of John Garang on 30 July 2005. A few months before his 
helicopter crash, a conference on the HoN had taken place in Neuchâtel, Switzerland from the 
14-16 April 2005. In part, this conference was based on the initiative of the Swiss Federal 
Councillor Micheline Calmy-Rey, who had visited Sudan in June 2004, and who wanted to 
test and develop the HoN idea among a larger international public in the aftermath of the 
signing of the CPA in January 2005. Participants of the Neuchâtel conference were high-level, 
prominent scholars, diplomats, SPLM-figureheads, Sudanese intellectuals and traditional 
leaders from Botswana and the southern Sudan participated.50 The outcome of the conference 
was a clear support for the idea, with specific recommendations on its significance and 
functions. As there were people from the SPLM/A attending that were both in favour and 
against the idea, it also helped to clarify the concept within the SPLM/A itself. After the death 
of John Garang, Salva Kiir became the leader of the SPLM/A. With his nomination, the 
movement’s formerly rather sceptical stand shifted towards a more constructive one. The 
Neuchâtel conference, as well as countless visits to various organizations, established the HoN 
approach among international organizations (such as the UNDP, UNESCO, etc). 
 Two traditional leaders’ conferences took place in the Nuba mountains from the 17-22 
July 2005 and 4-6 July 2006. The Nuba is not in the southern Sudan, but is one of the three 
contested areas in the conflict between South and North Sudan. The problem of the Nuba 
mountains had often been a question of keeping unity amongst themselves, in order to avoid 
being manipulated by interests from the SPLM/A or the GoS. Some 150 Nuba chiefs attended 
these conferences, more or less in a 50/50 ratio from the SPLM/A / GoS areas. The Nuba 
Relief, Rehabilitation and Development Organization (NRRDO) organized the conferences, 
funded by the Swiss government. The second conference in 2006 ended with the agreement to 
delegate the implementation work to an elected committee, with the mandate to draft a 
                                                 
49 Based on interviews with Kwacakworo and: Perner, Conradin, Kwacakworos interner Arbeitsbericht über den Aufbau des 
geplanten ‘House of Nationalities’ im Südsudan, im Sommer und Herbst des Jahres 2004. As well as on: Perner, Conradin, 
Kwacakworos interner Arbeitsbericht über den Aufbau eines  ‘House of Nationalities’ im Südsudan und in den Nuba Bergen 
Januar-Oktober 2005, Dezember 2005. As well as the referenced documents from the website: www.houseofnationalities.org 
and www.gurtong.org 
50 Including diplomats from the foreign ministries Holland, Austria and the United States, Special Adviser to the Secretary-
General on Africa, Ambassador Mohamed Sahnoun,  representatives from UNDP, Human Rights Watch and Sudan Focal 
point, SPLM-leaders such as Dr. Riek Machar, Dr. Lam Akol, Angelina Teny and John Luk Jok, intellectuals and 
representatives of the South Sudanese Civil Society, intellectuals from the Sudan and various African countries as well as 
traditional leaders (including a lady from Botswana and the King of the Anyuak and a Dinka Chief); the conference was 
facilitated by Prof. Kwesi Kwa Prah from Ghana and Dr. Willy Mutunga from Kenya. 
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constitution for the forum and present it in the plenary. An important step was thereby taken 
towards making these gatherings more formal. The informal exchanges between the 150 chiefs 
during these conferences also help to bridge gaps and shape a regional identity in an area 
previously torn by conflicts.51 

In August 2006, 14 traditional leaders from southern Sudan and the Nuba Mountains 
went on a trip to study traditional governance in South Africa, Botswana and Ghana. Besides 
getting to know each other better, the aim of the trip was to be inspired by other people’s 
experiences for nation-building in Sudan – especially concerning the combination of 
traditional structures and democratic institutions. The variety of examples showed how the 
integration of traditional structures into the democratic system can support good governance 
and also allow for development of traditional norms. In Ghana, for example, a woman became 
chief of her tribe and was then chairwomen of the House of Chiefs. Another noteworthy point 
in Ghana, is that 80 percent of the court cases are handled through customary law and the 
chiefs – often cheaper and more legitimate in the eyes of the local communities than the 
modern judiciary.52   

Discussions concerning the implementation of the HoN are still ongoing, for example 
concerning the balance between the political, consultative and cultural dimensions of such 
forums, the decision-making form (consensual or majority vote), the extent and form of 
external support needed (e.g. from the Swiss), and the name. Generally the terms “traditional 
leaders forum” or “councils of traditional authority leaders” are more widely used now than 
the original term “House of Nationalities”. Another question concerns the physical 
manifestation of such a forum. One idea is to have one “House” for each of the 10 states of 
southern Sudan, and the gathering of all the nationalities then to rotate among these houses.  

Despite these discussions, the importance of traditional structures is now fully 
accepted and also anchored in the interim constitution of the southern Sudan, which 
recognizes the role of traditional authority and the rights of ethnic and cultural communities 
in southern Sudan.53 The approach is also supported by politicians in southern Sudan, e.g. the 
President of South Sudan,54 and international organizations such as UNDP. In summary, the 
HoN approach can be seen as an important cornerstone in the governance of southern Sudan, 
linking the people of southern Sudan to the political process that was initiated through the 
CPA negotiations and the ensuing Interim Constitution of the Government of National Unity 
of Sudan. In contrast to the very problematic Western trend of exporting democratic models, 
– the HoN project is a unique effort at respecting traditional structures, combining them with 
democratic institutions, and thereby enabling them to develop and enhance nation building.  
 
 

                                                 
51 Blaser, Jeremias, Traditional Leaders Conference Nuba Mountains, Sudan 4-6 July 2006. Online: 
http://www.houseofnationalities.org/Report_TraditionalLeadersConferenceNubaMountains.asp 
52 Akol, Jacob J. South Sudanese Traditional Leaders on Tour. August 18. 2006. and South Sudan Traditional Chiefs Tour – 
Ghana: http://www.gurtong.org/ResourceCenter/weeklyupdates/wu_contents.asp?wkupdt_id=367 See also:  Blaser, Jeremias. 
Traditional Authorities in Botswana. Presentation in Entebbe, Lawyers Workshop 27-29 June 2004. 
53 Article 37, 172 and 173 in the Interim Constitution of Southern Sudan, 2005, http://www.gurtong.org/constitution.asp 
54  See the statement before South Sudan parliament of the President of the government of Southern Sudan Lt Gen. Salva Kiir 
Mayardit, 10 April 2006. http://www.gurtong.org/ResourceCenter/weeklyupdates/wu_contents.asp?wkupdt_id=299life”. 
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3. The Nuba Mountain Cease Fire Negotiations 
 
The pressure of the US on the Government of Sudan is one reason that brought the GoS to the 
table for the Nuba Mountains cease-fire negotiations, a process described below in more 
detail. On 20 August 1998, thirteen American missiles hit a pharmaceutical factory in 
Khartoum, as a reaction to the bombing of US embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es 
Salaam, Tanzania on 7 August 1998, where 301 people were killed.55 The US were convinced 
that al-Qaida was behind the bombings of the US embassies. Osama bin Laden had been based 
in Sudan between 1992-199656 and the US were convinced of the link between bin Laden, the 
pharmaceutical factory Al Shifa in Khartoum, and the factory’s involvement with chemical 
weapons. There were doubts about the strength of the evidence,57 however, and the decision of 
Washington to unfreeze the assets of the Al Shifa factory owner in 1999 is seen as an implicit 
acknowledgment of the US “blunder.”58 Nevertheless, due to bin Laden’s links to Sudan and 
the fundamentalist Islamic policies of the GoS, US suspicions towards Sudan remained strong. 
In the year 2001 with the change to the Bush administration, and then even more in the post- 
September 11 context, the US wanted to find out where the Sudanese government positioned 
itself. To do this, President Bush appointed US-Senator Danforth, Special Envoy for Peace in 
Sudan, to test the goodwill of the Sudanese. One of the “tests” consisted in engaging the 
parties to agree on a humanitarian cease-fire in a limited region in Sudan.59 The Nuba 
mountains region was chosen. The idea was to focus on an area that had been ravaged by war, 
where also the weapon of hunger had been used, yet that at the same time was not a strategic 
area for either of the two main conflict parties. This made compromises more likely.60 It is 
plausible that the GoS engaged in these talks because they feared that if they did not show 
goodwill, the US would resume bombing. 

In 2002, a Swiss-US team under the leadership of Ambassador Bucher mediated a 
cease-fire in the Nuba Mountains in Sudan. Other countries besides the Swiss, with greater 
financial and political will to engage in Sudan, had been considered by the US to facilitate the 
negotiations. Yet the Sudanese opted for the Swiss, due to their long-term relationship of trust 
to Bucher. Switzerland was also favourable to the US, as the outsourcing of the first “test” to 
another country allowed them to distance themselves from the effort, were it to fail.61 The very 
short period between December 2001, when the question of where the negotiations would 
take place, and mid-January 2002, when the delegates arrived in Switzerland, is noteworthy. 
There was little time to prepare. Besides the general preparations, the Swiss made a map based 
on old Russian maps during this time. The quality was superior to the maps the Sudanese 
brought with them, and quality is essential in cease-fire negotiations. Later the Swiss also 
                                                 
55 BBC News, World: Africa, Sudan: US “mistaken” in bombing, 5 May 1999 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/335821.stm. 
56 Osama Bin Laden also married the niece of Hassan al-Turabi, head of the Muslim Brotherhood in Sudan and influential in 
Sudanese politics, especially between 1989 (when Omar Hasan Ahmad al-Bashir took over power in Khartoum in a bloodless 
military coup) and 2004. Wikipedia, Version 27 May 2006. 
http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Osama_bin_Laden#1992.E2.80.931996_Hauptquartier_Khartum.2C_Sudan 
57 Risen, James. “To Bomb Sudan Plant, or Not: A Year Later, Debates Rankle,” The New York Times, 27 October 1999. 
58 BBC News, World;. Africa Sudan http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/335821.stm 
59 Danfurth’s tests included: “(1) a ceasefire in the Nuba Mountains region to facilitate relief assistance; 2) the creation of 
“days of tranqility” to administer immunizations and provide humanitarian relief assistance; 3) an end to aerial 
bombardment of civilian targets, and 4) the creation of an Eminent Persons Group on slavery in Sudan.” Dagne, Ted. Sudan: 
Humanitarian Crisis, Peace Talks, Terrorism, and U.S. Policy. 
60 Bucher, Eine Nische für den Frieden, p 48. 
61 Bucher, Eine Nische für den Frieden, p.49. 
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supported a project to make maps based on satellite imagery, undertaken by the University of 
Berne.62  

The mediation team consisted of members from the US and Switzerland. From each 
government there were three officers, a legal advisor and two diplomats. On the first day the 
procedural questions were dealt with. As part of the procedure one agreed to avoid direct 
contacts between the two conflict parties at first, but rather to have separate parallel meetings, 
the one side dealing with the military questions, the other with political/legal questions, and 
then changing over. On the second day, still in separate meetings, the parties laid out where 
their military forces were positioned. At the same time the various perspectives regarding an 
international monitoring commission were explored.  

On the third day, things became more chaotic, the GoS wanted to sign a general cease-
fire immediately, and deal with the details later on the ground. The Swiss-US team, however, 
did not go along with this proposal, as the main difficulty is precisely in the details of 
disengaging the troops, and the lack of clarity would have made it impossible to take on the 
responsibility for an international monitoring commission. Thus the Swiss-US team came up 
with a concrete proposal as to where the various troops should be pulled back to. The 
proposal shocked both the GoS and the SPLA. It allowed, however, for more progress on the 
fourth day, as the parties had to lay more of their cards on the table in the process of 
correcting the proposal.  

The fourth day consisted of more separate talks to find possible viable options. The 
mediation team then came up with an even more ambitious suggestion for greater 
disengagement, and the right of the SPLM/A to a civilian administration in their area. The 
proposal was presented to the parties, and answered by an icy silence. On the fifth day, 
nevertheless, it was clear that they would basically go along with this proposal. Details were 
discussed and clarified throughout that day and the following night, until the final version was 
put together at 7h00 in the morning of the sixth day. During the six-month cease-fire (later 
prolonged) was then signed at midday, on the 19 January 2002. Reactions in Sudan were more 
positive than expected.63  

Generally, cease-fire negotiations are short – if it takes longer than two weeks, it is a 
sign of trouble. The general steps are: 1) stop the fighting, 2) move the troops out of the 
shooting area, and 3) hold the position. Many military, technical questions are involved. This 
stands in marked contrast to negotiations on peace agreements, where there are many more 
options than in a cease-fire, and that can therefore take years of negotiations, of building a 
vision for the society64 as is the case in the IGAD process described below. The Nuba cease-fire 
held and was then later replaced by the CPA. It is likely that if the IGAD process on political 
questions had not proceeded, the Nuba Mountains cease-fire agreement would have been 
followed up by further negotiations to deal with arising political questions.  

The Nuba Mountains cease-fire was an important step towards peace in Sudan. The 
very notion of giving up military control over some of the territory and disengaging some of 
the troops in a specific area, and keeping them posted there, while other troops were still 
fighting each other, is noteworthy. The implementation of the agreement was successfully 
carried out by the Joint Military Commission (JMC), a mixed international team led by the 

                                                 
62 Bucher, Eine Nische für den Frieden, p. 49. 
63 This whole paragraph  is a summary of the account as portrayed in the chapter by Bucher, Eine Nische für den Frieden, p. 
49-52. 
64 Interview des Verfassers mit Julian Thomas Hottinger, 4 Mai 2006. 
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Norwegian Jan Erik Wilhelmsen. The idea of using the UN was not an option from the North 
Sudanese point of view. The US could not take on the lead task as their policy of sanctions 
towards Sudan made this impossible and the Swiss did not take on the lead as Swiss military 
law does not allow Swiss military personal to work on such missions if they are not covered by 
an OSCE or UN mandate. Thus a chance for Switzerland to complement civilian (that is  
mediation of negotiations) and military (implementation of cease-fire agreement) 
peacebuilding was missed. The Swiss contribution nevertheless included some civilian experts 
such as Conradin “Kwacakworo” Perner who was the first sector-commander of the Joint 
Military Commission in the SPLA-sector (one of the three – that later became five – JMC 
sectors). In retrospect, many Nubians were much happier about the JMC and the 
implementation of the Nuba Mountains cease-fire, than about the subsequent CPA and its 
implementation.65 The CPA did not provide for such a tailor-made set-up for the Nuba region, 
and the SPLM/A and GoS where not part of the joint monitoring teams as they had been in 
the JMC teams (consisting of international experts, SPLM/A, and GoS). 
 What can be learned methodologically from the Nuba Mountains cease-fire 
agreement? The main steps in this work include: first, the building of a relationship of trust, 
and second to show what you can and cannot offer, but without imposing yourself. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean a pussy-footed approach. During the negotiations pressure 
and assertiveness were used, but it did not come without a given basis of trust established in 
the pre-negotiation phase, thus making it more acceptable. The challenge of using pressure is 
similar to the challenge of building the banks of a river, if the banks are too far apart, the water 
does not flow, if they are too close, the water flows too fast and eats away at the banks. 
 While concrete solutions were proposed, these only followed careful study and 
communication with all the conflict parties – a process that took many years. Thus, it is not a 
question of the third party offering solutions, but rather it is the approach of being receptive, 
listening, understanding, and then reflecting back where one heard common ground – and 
also being open for modification of this by the conflict parties. Perspective exchange, 
imagining how the various actors see the problems and options, is the basis to seeing where 
there is potential common ground between the actors. 

The Sudanese case also demonstrates that an ambassador may play an important role 
in the early stages, and that his/her political status is important here. But that if the 
engagement intensifies, there may be a need to free his/her capacities as a classical Swiss 
ambassador (with all the normal obligations of representing Switzerland in another country) 
and make him/her available for the task of peacebuilding full-time. Amb. Bucher’s 
appointment can be viewed as a sensible form of rotation, where the experience and contacts 
he gained in one post (Libya) were used and developed in his second (Kenya) and third post 
(focus on dealing with conflict).  
 
 

                                                 
65 Mey Ahmed, email to the author, 17 Mai 2006: “The Swiss involvement in the Nuba Mountains Cease-fire is well 
appreciated by the conflicting parties and Sudanese politicians. It led to bridge building between the fighters in the Nuba 
areas. The Swiss intervention aimed at developing relations between the disputing groups through regular meeting in Tillo 
(Kadugli). The Nuba people miss the Swiss intervention of the JMC period, especially the urgent action if any clashes 
happened, as well as the periodical news dissemination concerning the development in the peace process.” 
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4. Mediating the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA)  
 
There have been many steps towards peace between North and South Sudan. Thus between 
1972 and 2005, there have been at least 25 formats for direct or third-party facilitated talks 
between different parties involved in the conflict, including mediation efforts by at least seven 
different mediators/mediation teams (see the overview in the Appendix). The following 
section focuses on the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD)66 led talks 
following the Nuba Mountain Cease fire agreement. The first section describes the IGAD 
process and the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) it led to, while the following section 
examines the mediation process from a methodological point of view.  
 
4.1 The IGAD Process 
The IGAD process can be divided into five phases: 1) The talks from 1994 to 1997, with little 
concrete outcome; 2) the IGAD talks starting in 2002 and leading to the Machakos protocol in 
July 2002, a major breakthrough; 3) the Nakuru talks from October 2002 - July 2003, with 
little headway made; 4) the subsequent Naivasha talks, with the signing of the security 
arrangements on 4 Sept 2003; and 5) the talks during 2004 leading to the signing of the CPA 
in January 2005.67 

First phase (1994-1997): The IGAD, a regional organization interested in the stability 
in the region, concerned about the spread of political Islam and aiming at the unity of Sudan, 
began a process in 1994 between the SPLM/A, SPLM/A-United and GoS.68 The parties joined 
the IGAD process in 1994 because they feared sanctions and isolation from the IGAD 
countries. The talks led to the Declaration of Principles (DOP) of 20 July 1994, on the right to 
self-determination of South Sudan, the priority on maintaining the unity of Sudan, and the 
relationship of state and religion. The DOP was a useful framework, yet it was not binding, 
unclear on the implementation, and was accepted with reservations by the GoS (in 1997).69  

Second phase (2002): As of 2002 the IGAD talks were led by Kenyan Special Envoy 
General Lazaro Sumbeiywo.70 Julian Thomas Hottinger, an expert working first at the Institute 
of Federalism71 and as of December 2003 for the Swiss Foreign Ministry, was asked to join the 
IGAD mediation team, also because of his experience in mediating the Nuba Mountains 
cease-fire. Furthermore, Nicolas “Fink” Haysom, a South African was part of the team. The 
IGAD team further consisted of three special IGAD envoys (Eritrea, Ethiopia and Uganda), 
who knew the parties extremely well, and a secretariat of five people. General Sumbeiywo was 
the grand facilitator and moral guarantor, maintaining the respect for the process, keeping 
things together and stepping in at key moments. The two mediators, Julian Hottinger and 
Fink Haysom, dealt more with the nuts and bolts during the sessions. The IGAD process was 
also accompanied by the Troika of the USA, Great Britain and Norway. The EU and Norway 
were the main financers of the process. It was a novel role for the EU to become engaged in 
this task outside the Mediterranean region in Africa. A key procedural issue in the IGAD 

                                                 
66 The IGAD used to be called “Intergovernmental Authority on Drought and Development (IGADD)”, it has seven member 
countries in East Africa: Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Sudan and Uganda (www.igad.org). 
67 Rogier, No More Hills Ahead? p. 86-90. 
68 Rogier, No more Hills Ahead? p. 36. 
69 Rogier, No more Hills Ahead? p. 41. 
70 For a description of Sumbeiywo, see Harriet, Martin, 2006. Kings of Peace, Pawns of War: the Untold story of Peace-making. 
London, New York: Continuum books, pp. 131-158.  
71 University of Fribourg, www.federalism.ch. 
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process from 2002 onwards was negotiating the agreement protocol for protocol, signing each 
one once it had been negotiated. While this was the wish of the parties, it proved challenging 
to the process as it meant that no trade-offs between protocols could be made once they had 
been signed. The GoS and SPLM/A signed the Machakos protocol on 20 July 2002 – a major 
breakthrough in the peace process. Key factors that led to it, according to Rogier,72 was the 
new context after 9/11, internal political and military developments in Sudan, greater 
international involvement in the IGAD process, and a new proposal drafted by a qualified 
mediation team, based on previous initiatives. The Machakos protocol73 was a preliminary 
peace agreement, a compromise giving the right of self-determination to the South, and sharia 
to the North. Another central framework guideline of the Machakos protocol was the focus on 
the unity of Sudan, but the possibility to separate, if it did not work out. The advantage of the 
Machakos protocol was that it set the broad frame, within which the details could be later 
added. Without this framework, it is likely that the subsequent negotiations would have been 
much more difficult.  

The third phase (Nakuru talks): the subsequent talks after Machakos in Nakuru did 
not move ahead smoothly. In part, this can be seen as a backlash from hardliners on either 
side of the Machakos protocol, the form of involvement of the international community and 
the decision-making power of the negotiation delegations.  

The fourth phase (the Naivasha talks): The next milestone was the 4 Sept 2003 summit 
meeting between the Chairman of the SPLM/A John Garang and the GoS Vice President Ali 
Osman Mohamed Taha, in Naivasha, Kenya, which led to the signature of the security 
arrangements framework agreement on 25 September 2003.74 The point of no return in the 
IGAD process. The progress of the talks could only be accelerated through a higher level of 
political commitment and greater decision-making power of the negotiators, represented in 
Garang and Taha.75 Following the successful and jubilantly received security agreement, the 
conflict parties and international community were optimistic that the negotiations would be 
successfully finished by the end of 2003 – yet it took another year. 76  

The fifth phase (Naivasha talks from September 2003 to January 2005): The other 
major steps in the negotiations were the signing of the wealth sharing protocol on 7 January 
2004, the protocol on power-sharing and the three areas (Abyei, Nuba mountains and Blue 
Nile) in 26 May 2004. The annexes on detailed security issues, cease-fire and DDR 
(disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration) and the implementation schedule were 
signed on 31 December 2004. Human rights issues came in partly in the power-sharing, partly 
in the other CPA documents. Finally, the total agreement was singed on 9 Jan 2005. The 
Darfur conflict had began to overshadow the Naivasha talks in 2004.77 The IGAD mandate, 
however, was to only deal with the resolution of the North-South conflict78 and efforts to 
expand the IGAD mandate to include the Darfur conflict was denied from the side of 
                                                 
72 Rogier, No more Hills Ahead? p. 45. 
73 CPA, Comprehensive Peace Agreement Between the Government of the Republic of Sudan and the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement/Sudan People’s Liberation Army, Machakos Protocol, signed 20 July 2002. 
http://www.unmis.org/english/documents/cpa-en.pdf 
74 CPA, Comprehensive Peace Agreement, Security Arrangements, signed 25 September 2003. 
75 Justice Africa. Prospects for Peace in Sudan Briefing, 30 September 2003. http://www.justiceafrica.org/Sep03.htm 
76 Justice Africa. Prospects for Peace in Sudan Briefing, 30 October 2003. http://www.justiceafrica.org/october03.htm. 
77 Human Rights Watch. Too Little, Too Late: Sudanese and International Response 2004, May 2004. 
http://hrw.org/reports/2004/sudan0504/8.htm 
78 Mulama, Joyce. Darfur overshadows the peace process in south Sudan. Sudan Tribune, 2 September 2004. 
http://www.sudantribune.com/article.php3?id_article=5175  
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Khartoum. Furthermore, there were indications that the GoS slowed down the IGAD process 
in 2004 to soften international pressure on Darfur.79 Another part of this puzzle was the 
ambivalent stand of the US towards the Sudan: pressure, but not too much pressure. The GoS 
realised that the quality and cooperation with the US on al-Qaida information was a way of 
softening the US pressure on themselves.80 In part, this may have made it possible for the GoS 
to exclude the Darfur from the IGAD process. 
 
4.2 The Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
A peace process and peace agreement face innumerable challenges, including: 1) the 
negotiating delegations need to agree, and get the support from their governments and 
constituencies; 2) the agreement has to be clear on implementation, who does what, when and 
how, otherwise it remains only a piece of paper. The agreement also needs to create a political 
and institutional dynamic that makes peace increasingly irreversible; 3) Mechanisms have to 
be created in the agreement to bring further actors and issues on-board at a later stages, as the 
parties negotiating the agreement often do not fully represent the various political 
communities; 4) The international community has to give its support to the agreement, 
otherwise implementation will be difficult (for example finances). This has implications, for 
example, on how human rights issues should be addressed. To answer these challenges, the 
CPA agreement had some issues worked out to the very last detail, while for other issues a 
more flexile mechanism was created. Furthermore, a detailed schedule was needed for the 
implementation, including clarity on what to do if one step was not carried out. The basic 
time frame was start of interim constitution (based on the CPA) six months after signing the 
CPA. Elections within four years after singing, and referendum on unity of Sudan six years 
after signing. The referendum date could be postponed by a joint decision of the SPLM/A and 
NCP, however.81 The following section describes some of the main elements of the CPA – a 
260-page document. 
 Security: The North and South each keep separate armed forces, but of a reduced size. 
In addition, there are to be joint integrated units composed of equal numbers of soldiers from 
the Sudanese Armed Forces and the SPLA, for the protection of the borders and sensitive 
areas.82 The DDR (disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration) system tried to avoid 
some of the problems other DDR programs had, for example if funds money went directly to 
the former combatants, they would use it up, and be in the same place as before. The idea in 
the CPA was to give the money to the communities for training and integration activities. One 
of the guiding ideas on the human rights issue was the individualization of crime, so that 
individuals could be made accountable, but not whole groups. A categorization of major 
crimes was submitted to the supreme court. 

Power sharing: Early on the parties had agreed to a federal system of government, the 
question in the negotiations had then been on its concrete shape. The joint presidency 
consisted of a president and two vice presidents. In the interim phase the presidency was to be 
held by the NCP, the first vice president by the SPLM/A, and the second vice president held 

                                                 
79 ICG Africa Briefing Nr. 19. Sudan’s Dual Crises: Refocusing on IGAD. International Crisis Group, 5 October 2004. 
http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=3043&CFID=20255721&CFTOKEN=33483814 
80 Booker, Salih/Colgan, Ann-Louise. Africa Policy Outlook 2006. Foreign Policy In Focus (FPIF) 17 March 2006. 
81 Art. 2.6 of the CPA: “The Parties shall refrain from any form of unilateral revocation or abrogation of the Peace 
Agreement”. 
82 Rogier, No more Hills Ahead? p. 121. 
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by the NCP. Major decisions had to be taken in “collegial decision-making”83 by the joint 
presidency. The first vice president in the interim phase was at the same time the president of 
the South Sudan. The legislative on the national level consists of the National Assembly (with 
pre-election quotas for NCP, SPLM and the other parties) and Council of States (two 
representatives from each state).84 Non-Muslims in the joint capital of Khartoum were not 
subjected to sharia law.85  
 Wealth sharing: One of the most contested issues was on how to share oil. A key point 
here was to focus on sharing the net revenue from oil, rather than the oil as such, as it was not 
clear how much oil there was, but the revenues made could be more easily measured and 
monitored. The oil benefits were shared 50 percent for the North, 50 percent for the South, 
after having given 2 percent to the states/region of production. Also in the wealth sharing 
protocol was the issue of having a double banking system (a “double window” model), a 
Sharia system, and a commercial banking system.86 

The signing of the CPA marks a key step towards peace in Sudan, as it ended fighting 
that had cost the lives of more than 2 million people. The United Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) 
has an authorized strength up to 10,000 military personnel, with a mandate to support the 
implementation of the CPA, and acting under Chapter VII of the UN Charta, to take the 
necessary action to protect UN personnel and civilians.87  

Challenges remain, however, these include other conflicts such as in Darfur and Beja, 
not touched on by the CPA. Furthermore, the parties agreed in the CPA to focus on the 
priority of the unity of Sudan, but the agreement also gave South Sudan the tools (for example  
an army, wealth and a border) should it opt for independence. Elections to be held four years 
after signing could also change the power constellation in the government, yet the decision on 
postponing the referendum lay in the hands of the NCP and SPLM/A, irrespective of these 
elections. Finally, if the referendum would lead to secession, much would have to be 
negotiated afresh. Further challenges include the tensions and lack of governance structure in 
the South, the question of how to truly integrate the opposition in the North, the large 
amounts of money flowing into the South (and later to Darfur in the form of humanitarian 
aid) with the potential to cause corruption, and the political will of the NCP in implementing 
the CPA.  

In conclusion, peace agreements should not be seen as ideal solutions, but rather as an 
effort to make the best out of a bad situation, making the outcome viable by basing the 
agreement on the existing (that is military) power constellation, while also creating 
mechanisms for change, for example by including quotas for other parties not included in the 
negotiations.  
 

                                                 
83 Art. 2.3.4 in the CPA power sharing protocol. 
84 Art. 2.2 & 2.2.3.2 & 2.2.5 of the CPA power sharing protocol. On the state level, the pre-election quotas for the legislative 
and executive were allocated to NCP (70 percent in the North, 10 percent in the South), SPLM (70 percent in the South, 10 
percent in the North) and 20 percent to other political parties (Art. 4.4.2 and 4.5.1 CPA power sharing protocol). The two 
contested areas (Blue Nile and Nuba mountains) had a 45 percent SPLM and 55 percent NCP power sharing quota up until 
the elections at the end of the Interim phase (art. 11.1.1 The Resolution of the Conflict in Southern Kordufan and Blue Nile 
States, CPA) The Abyei area received special administrative status, and a separate referendum from the referendum of the 
South on remaining in special status in the North or joining the South, Art. 2.2 protocol on the Resolution of the Abyei 
conflict, CPA. 
85 Art. 2.4.5.4 in the CPA power-sharing protocol.  
86 Art. 14.1 in the CPA wealth sharing protocol.  
87 United Nations Mission in the Sudan – Mandate. http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/missions/unmis/mandate.html 
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4.3 Methodological aspects of the IGAD process 
John Garang, speaking to the Voice of America on 30 May 2004, said: “This peace agreement 
was reached, not necessarily because the parties wanted to, but because both parties were 
forced to,” he continued, “We negotiated an agreement, because we were forced to by a set of 
pressures. The cost of continuing the war was felt by both sides to be much higher than the 
cost of stopping the war. So, we stopped the war.”88 Keeping the complementary role of 
dialogue and pressure in mind, the following paragraphs seek to look at the Nakuru, Naivahsa 
negotiations from a methodological point of view.89  

While there is often a need for pressure to get the conflict parties to the table, the 
parties then generally continue fighting over the table, with words instead of guns. Thus the 
negotiation process must be designed and guided to give rise to a growing realisation during 
negotiations, that one has to compromise, but that one nevertheless may gain more through 
negotiations and compromises than through war – where there are also limits to what one can 
get. How is this supported from the side of the mediators? First and foremost, the mediators 
need to respect the parties throughout. If they lose respect for them, they cannot work with 
them, and transformation is not possible. Respect does not mean ignoring the history of 
violent behaviour of the conflict parties (that is an inherent dimension of such conflicts), but 
it means maintaining respect for each person irrespective of their actions. Each peace process 
is unique, what works in one situation does not work in another, there is therefore a great 
need for methodological flexibility. Nevertheless, the IGAD process, and other similar peace 
processes, can be divided into three broad phases (pre-negotiations, negotiations and 
implementation)90 and the negotiation phase can then again be sub-divided into perhaps 
about seven phases, outlined below: 

First of all, the task of the mediators is to set a solid framework, including clearly 
setting and agreeing on time, place, style, rules, participants and roles. Only once this 
framework is set and stable can talks begin. The DOP and Machakos protocol also had, in 
part, the role of setting a framework from a content point of view. The stability of the 
framework, set before the parties start talking about the content with each other, is key to the 
success of the talks. This step, often already initiated in the pre-negotiation “talks about the 
talks” phase, can take a very long time. 

Second, a key task of the mediators during the next phase is to listen and collect 
information about the disputed issues. The conflict parties must be able to vent their 
concerns and be heard. When a third party asks them about the issues and tries to understand 
them, trust is built. It also allows the one side to hear new aspects of the other side’s 
perspective, as they are often not in direct contact with each other before the negotiations. 
While a conflict party generally believes they know the other side’s views, by listening, they 
hear the nuances of the other’s position and interests, that they did not know before. There is 
also a learning process going on concerning one’s own priorities, since the conflict parties are 
generally aware of their own interests, but are often not clear on their priorities. To support 

                                                 
88 Justice Africa, Prospects for Peace in Sudan Briefing June-July 2004, 5 July 2004. 
http://www.justiceafrica.org/June_July04.htm 
89 Following methodological points are based on an interview of the Author with Julian Hottinger, 29 März  2006. 
90 Generally it is strongly advised to change the mediator from one phase to the next, especially from the negotiation phase to 
any role in the implementation phase. Hottinger, Thomas, Auf das achten, was nicht gesagt wird“ In: Schweiz Global 4, 2005, 
p. 32-33. 
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this process, a mediator can ask the parties to list: 1) points that have to be changed; 2) points 
that need to be negotiated on at the corner, but that are not so vital; and 3) non vital issues 
that can be easily dealt with if the key issues are solved. This does not yet bring out the 
bottom-lines of the parties on the various issues, but it prioritizes of issues.  

Third, once the issues to be negotiated are clear, the sequence of the agenda is set. 
This is often very difficult. The mediators can bring a proposal, generally mixing hard and soft 
issues, but normally they do not start with a hard one first. If the conflict parties fight the 
agenda proposal, the mediator can ask them to: 1) bring up an alternative agenda they both 
agree on (and it is not easy for them to agree on anything); or 2) explain the issue sequence 
they cannot live with, and / or add points they feel need to be added. The understanding is 
that if it is an issue for one of the parties, it goes on the list. If too many points are added and 
make the list too longer, the mediator can offer to delete those items that were added at the 
beginning: if it is important to the parties they will want to keep it on the list. One challenge in 
mediation, however, is the interpretation of silence. Silence by a conflict party can either mean 
the issue is unimportant, it is important and the party agrees, or it is vital and the party does 
not agree at all – but will only react later on the issue. 

Fourth, the mediators start working through the agenda, but may well skip an issue, 
postpone it until later, if it becomes clear that there will be no movement on that issue at that 
moment in the process. This may upset the parties, but there is no point in dealing with an 
issue if nothing moves. If the parties cannot agree on which issue to deal with, or if there is no 
movement on the issue they want to deal with, some of the alternatives are: 1) to deal with an 
issue none of the parties want to deal with or 2) deal with two issues parallel to each other. 
While one has heard the issues already during the first phase of collecting issues, one now 
again hears the positions and interests on each issue, but in more depth. The mediators listen 
and collect “hooks” (key points that need to be addressed). The mediators also get to know the 
people in the respective delegations, who are the experts, who are more the “empty shells”, 
who are the “swans” that bring their group together, who are the ones that may be blunt and 
cause trouble, but that through their direct style clearly state what are the central issues. The 
mediator generally asks for points of clarification. By circling and explaining the issues, the 
parties hear new things – there is a surprise factor at work. It is helpful to have a room without 
windows, so that the parties are not distracted by the outside scenery. Through this process of 
listening, there is some softening of the original image of the other. For one’s own positions 
(statement of what one wants) are made as a reaction to how each perceives the other’s 
position. Through dialogue, parties begin to realise that their perception of the other side was 
not exactly correct, thus the process of changing one’s own perception of the other side also 
allows one to change one’s own position. The mediators do not summarize what the parties 
say at this stage, as one is still in the initial entrenched plenary phase.91 If the mediator does 
summarize, it is likely he/she will get it wrong, the parties will only hear what they want to 
hear, and jump at the mediator accusing him/her of being biased. For similar reasons, bilateral 
meetings between the mediators and the conflict parties are generally avoided at this stage, 
except if they are explicitly requested by one of the parties and the other party agrees. On the 
one hand, because bilateral meetings may cause mistrust from the other party that is not 
involved, and, on the other hand, because the effect of hearing anything from the other 

                                                 
91 In contrast, in less escalated conflicts or in the mediation on a micro level (for example between individuals or 
organizations), summarizing is one of the key tools.  
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conflict party is much greater and more authentic than if they hear it through the mediator. 
For similar reasons it is wise to let the conflict party summarize the bilateral meeting 
afterwards in the plenum, and not the mediator. Shuttle mediation – at least in this phase – is 
more known in the more formal diplomacy context, where trust is greater. In this context 
there is little trust, as one saying goes: the one who lies is not an idiot, the one who believes the 
lie is the idiot.   

Generally, in the Naivasha talks the head of the delegations were present, and their 
delegations of about 12 people on each side, depending on the issues. If a delegate speaks, the 
head can later negate this, so they can thereby test the waters. The head of the delegation has 
to be more careful and is generally less flexible. The delegations, and also the head of 
delegations, may change over time – a developing process should go hand in hand with an 
increase in decision-making power, as the shift from Nakuru to Naivasha showed. If one side 
does not want to discuss an issue, they may also send a head that does not move at all – this 
can be difficult, but it is all part of the game of changing delegations.  

Fifth, when all have been heard out, one starts to work on solutions and 
commonalities. By now there has generally been a bit of a shift in thinking. Not that the 
parties have understood the other side, but they have heard them. While before the talks a 
party thinks XYZ of the other party, the party now thinks XYZ plus something new. Asking 
each party to draft a zero draft to an issue will not work, it will just reflect the positions. Two 
separate drafts, drafted by each of the two parties, is a no-go. In a similar light, it is counter-
productive for a mediator to ask for differences. There are many options on how to proceed, 
however: 1) on the agenda point “X”, ask the parties to find some common ground, 2) based 
on this, ask the parties to draft something they believe could work for both sides. If they think 
the point is not fully agreeable for the other side, then they should state the second best 
option, that would satisfy the other side (they need to be asked to “think as if they were in the 
shoes of the other”); 3) if this approach is not promising, then the mediators draft a version, if 
it is in the middle, and is equally hated by both sides, then it is successful. The parties will not 
agree to the draft, so the procedure now is to set the condition that they need to agree with 
each other to change a point. This is to get things concrete, to get the parties to mull over 
specific issues, and thereby establish a common ground. Up to this point, everything happens 
in the plenary. The delegations are a mixture of hard- and soft-liners. They have had time to 
hear each other, but the hard-liners tend to dominate the soft-liners, mainly technicians, who 
can bring in constructive options, thus in the next phase the process develops using working 
groups more than plenary sessions.  

Sixth,  more work now happens in working groups (on topics) and clusters (on details 
within a topic). Clusters often also have an external expert involved. The cluster comes up 
with a report and brings it back to the plenum. The non plenary sessions are needed to get 
technicians and soft-liners the space to work out options – they also need to convince there 
delegations, that is if the head of the delegation goes home after one round of talks, how can 
he/she get the idea into a wider process so that it has a chance? One method to move the 
process ahead is the use of creative ambiguity. If an issue seems to be a hurdle, the hurdle can 
be surpassed by phrasing how one will deal with it in an ambiguous manner.  This must be 
flagged, however – the mediators must tell the parties that they have to come back to it later 
on. One key mistake often made by mediators is to leave creative ambiguity in the final 
agreement – leading to the downfall of the agreement in the implementation phase.  The 
mediators do not have a responsibility to impose time pressures – this can come from the 
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parties or the international community. The responsibility of the mediator is rather to keep 
the progress going towards a viable aim. Often the time pressure comes more from the 
international community than from the parties – and it can be detrimental to the process. 

Seven, somewhere down the road, one passes the point of no return. This is more of a 
milestone than a phase: a beautiful moment, where it becomes much more unlikely that the 
parties will stop the negotiations. It generally becomes obvious when 1) some substantive 
issues have been clarified, some hard issues have been covered, 2) there is a certain quality of 
how the issues are dealt with, 3) the conflict parties state they have covered 50 percent of the 
ground, 4) the parties smile more, and play less tricks, and there is more mixing of sides. As a 
mediator one senses ‘the point of no return’ both intuitively, as well as through tangible 
points. After the point of no return, the mediator can be less directive in guiding the process 
and communication. While creative ambiguity can be used before the point of no return to 
move ahead, one must now start coming back to these points to iron out any ambiguities and 
points that could be misunderstood during the implementation of the agreement.  

After this rough sketch of the phases, some general methodological considerations on 
these kind of negotiations are presented. A mediator cannot force the parties, as they need to 
live with the results, the ownership must stay with the parties. There are also the political and 
military actions outside of the process that have a great impact on it. Perhaps one of the worst 
worries from the mediators’ point of view is that the parties may walk out. This does not refer 
to the tactical moves of walking out, which happens frequently, but when it signifies the end 
of the process. When the SPLA seized Torit in September 2002, the GoS walked out of the 
talks, first a Memorandum of Understanding on the suspension of hostilities had to be singed, 
before the talks could continue.92 Generally, negotiations require a degree of power symmetry, 
this is often issue specific, and not necessarily related to the aggregate power of a party. If 
power asymmetry becomes apparent, the mediators can slow down the process, thereby 
letting the parties access more information, levelling out the playing field. The technical 
know-how needed to negotiate the oil issues in the Sudan conflict were tremendous, and 
experts had to be brought in to build this capacity, before both sides could negotiate them on 
an equal footing. By its very nature, peace agreements deal with Human Rights issues from the 
beginning of a process. However, it may be important to bring in “human rights” explicitly 
labelled as such only after the point of no return, else the parties may walk out. International 
standards are having an increasingly strong influence on such negotiations, a mediator has to 
respect these, that is he/she cannot go ahead with blanket amnesties, even if the parties would 
like this. What the mediator can do, is propose commissions, bring in international experts, 
widen the circle to create options on how to deal with such points. Besides the actual 
negotiations, joint happenings, such as watching football or going on a pick-nic, prove 
essential to build more trustful relationships. 

In summary, while there is no fixed path, there are some phases and methods that can 
help a process, and these can be learned. The actual art is in “reading the meeting”, that is in 
knowing when to do what and how; something that is rooted in the mediator’s personality 
and experience.  
 
 

                                                 
92 Rogier, No more Hills Ahead? p. 72. 
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5. Methodological  Reflections 
 
There are similarities and differences between the three Swiss engagements described above. 
First the similarities: All three engagements used a dialogue approach. The basis of the 
dialogue approach is that there must first be respect for a person as they are, respect for their 
identity, their inherent value. Secondly, once there is some trust and relationship, dialogue 
about change can happen, but this does not entail a declaration about how it is or should be, it 
is more a form of communication that requires both sides to be open to change.  

Important in the dialogue approach is also the centrality of perspective exchange and 
listening: Often is it only possible for conflict parties to develop mutually compatible options 
after they have experienced some degree of perspective exchange, seen the problem from the 
other persons perspective “walked in the other persons shoes” for a while. A key activity of a 
mediator is therefore to follow and understand the various perspectives, to support 
perspective exchange between the conflict parties as well as to thereby show up common 
ground (not seen by the conflict parties themselves). Many mediators are continuously 
“hopping” around, imagining how they would see, feel, argue, what they would want and why 
they would want it, if they would be in the shoes of X or Y or Z.  

A dialogue approach also differentiates between the process and the content. In the 
words of Nicolas “Fink” Haysom “The right answer in the wrong process sinks like a stone.” 
Thus the mediator or facilitator is in charge of the process, while the conflict parties are in 
charge of the content (the issues at stake). As the process is key to any disentanglement of the 
conflict, the mediator’s influence on reducing tensions and creating options is through his/her 
influence the process.  
Now to the differences: to compare the three mediation and facilitation engagements 
described above, we use some dimensions summarized in Table 1.  
 
Table 1: Comparison of the three Swiss mediation / facilitation efforts in Sudan 
 Nuba mountains cease 

fire negotiations 
Nakuru/Naivasha CPA 
negotiations 

Development of House of 
Nationalities 

Escalation High High Medium to High 
Tracks Decision making level Decision making level Link between decision 

making and “civil society” 
Swiss involvement in 
Phases 

Pre-negotiation, 
negotiation and 
implementation  

Negotiation phase 
implementation (financial 
support of UNMIS) 

Pre-negotiation, 
negotiation phase  

Assertiveness Mediation Mediation Dialogue facilitation 
Mediator model Outsider/neutral Outsider/neutral Insider/partial 
 

1) Escalation: While all three engagements dealt with highly escalated conflicts, the 
South-South tribal wars are of a different dimension compared to the North-South conflict.  

2) Tracks: the track approach was developed to describe relations between two 
countries. Can the SPLM/A be considered as a Track one actor? And regarding the HoN 
projects, are traditional chiefs and kings, traditionally the main decision makers in their area, 
Track 1 actors? These questions show the limits of the track approach. The Sudanese case 
indicates the need to be in contact with all levels of society, to support links between the 
population and the political elite. This does not mean having projects on all levels, but it does 
mean awareness of what is going on, and based on this a decision to become active there 
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where a contribution can be most effective. This demand driven approach stands in contrast 
to a supply driven approach, where donors or policymakers in the West require certain topics 
such as gender and human rights to be addressed, irrespective of the reality and phase one is 
confronted with in the field.  

3) Phases: phases seems a very useful distinction, and the mix of mediation and 
facilitation methods changes dramatically, depending on which phase the process is in. While 
the Nuba Mountains cease-fire negotiations were based on a pre-negotiation phase of about 7 
years, in which Bucher developed contacts and trust between the various actors, the actual 
negotiations took 5 days. The CPA negotiations took about three years, much longer than 
expected. None of the Swiss experts were involved in the pre-negotiation phase of the IGAD 
talks, the numerous talks listed in the Appendix give an indication of the long pre-negotiation 
phase, with all the various efforts involved already starting before 1994. After some six years of 
“pre-negotiation”, the present steps at formulizing and implementing the HoN idea can be 
viewed as the negotiation and implementation phase. While the pre-negotiation phase needs 
pressure, this does not come from the potential mediatior / facilitator, who seeks to build a 
relationship, understand the issues and build trust. The need to build trust as well as to have 
an increase in pressure often calls for team work. Of all the three phases, the implementation 
phase needs the most pressure, the most “muscle”. In the case of the CPA, the UN was the 
only organization able to take on the task. One lesson learned is that before entering 
negotiations, it is important to know what kind of implementation can be guaranteed, should 
the parties come to an agreement.  

4) Assertiveness: The phases are a good differentiation tool, as the degree of 
assertiveness of the mediator / facilitator is very different, depending on the phase. Facilitative 
approaches of a less interventionist, less structured style are typical for a pre-negotiation 
phase. During negotiations, mediation is more typical, with its greater process guidance and 
communication work, focusing on joint decision-making. According to the assessment of Atta 
El Batthani, the “Swiss engagement in the peace process in Sudan is more of a soft, low profile 
type of engagement, unlike the mode of engagement by other European and Western 
countries.”93 

5) Mediator model: The mediators in the Nuba mountains cease-fire and CPA 
negotiations were all more of the “outsider/neutral” kind. The HoN, on the other hand, 
generally used the “insider/partial” model, where often a personality from the South Sudan 
facilitated the process. However, all the mediation / facilitation efforts examined were team 
efforts, involving both Africans and Westerns. The team nature of mediation is noteworthy: at 
least 10 people involved in the Nuba case fire, 11 in the CPA negotiations, and 4-20 in the 
HoN efforts. Different roles are played: for example the low-profile facilitator in the pre-
negotiation phase, the “grand facilitator” role acting as moral guarantor in the negotiation 
phase, together with the mediator role dealing with the nuts and bolts during the negotiations. 
In summary, the methodological reflections show how the three Swiss engagements 
complemented each other time wise as well as in linking the various levels of political 
decision-making. The Nuba mountain cease-fire negotiations prepared the way for the CPA 
negotiations at the top-political level. Parallel to this, the HoN project supported the link 
between the population in the South to the political elite, as well as supporting the integration 
of traditional authority into the democratic institutions. This kind of complementary work 

                                                 
93 Email to the author, 20 May 2006. 
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was only possible by having a group of Swiss experts and diplomats engaged in the Sudan. 
There was on the one hand the diplomatic expertise, with its weight and access to formal 
governments and links to diplomatic circles, as represented by Amb. Josef Bucher, the Swiss 
diplomats Pietro Piffaretti and Andrea Semadeni in the earlier phase, and Thierry Regenass 
and Salman Bal in the second one, and as of October 2005 Amb. Jean-Daniel Biéler. On the 
other hand there was also a very strong case expertise, that had access to the local knowledge, 
could check if an idea was realistic or viable, that could build trust and get rid of fears from a 
bottom up perspective, as represented by Kwacakworo.  Finally, in the person of Julian 
Hottinger, there was also a special kind of methodological expertise, with experience in the 
Burundi and other similar peace processes. These roles and areas of expertise were of course 
not fixed. Josef Bucher and Julian Hottinger, for example, also had in depth case expertise, 
developed in numerous years of contact with Sudan, and an expert such as Kwacakworo is a 
born facilitator, able to build bridges between people, that people feel to be solid.   
 
 
Conclusions  
 
The three cases examined shows that a multitude of methods in various phases and levels are 
needed, to deal with the kind of complex conflict situations as found in the Sudan. This does 
not mean that a third party should work on all levels with all methods, spreading the butter so 
thinly that it disappears. Rather it entails being aware of the various levels and actors, and 
deciding on an engagement in consideration of the phase and political reality one is faced 
with.94 While increasingly a more “synergetic,”95 holistic, integrated or “systemic”96 approach 
to peacebuilding is being propagated, in part due to the failure of peace agreements, the Swiss 
efforts in Sudan have already been following this path since the mid 1990s. This multi-phase, 
multi-topic and multi-actor approach entails profound knowledge of the case. It does not 
mean working at all levels and with all actors, but being aware of them and being led by the 
question: what effect does this activity have on sustainable peace? This needs a freedom from 
bureaucratic constraints, such as compartmentalised decision-making processes or pre-
defined yearly or multi-year programmes. In the case of Sudan, knowledge of the various 
activities in the various phases with the various actors ran together in the person of 
Ambassador Bucher. This enabled the Swiss to follow a “political” kind of instinct, remaining 
flexible to the unfolding events, led by a clear vision and thereby enabling them to sail close in 
the wind. The Swiss efforts have experienced successes and occasional set-backs, yet above all 
they have showed that there is a great need for perseverance and commitment from the 
experts involved, as well as a long-term backing from the Swiss government, if efforts are to 
bring about peace. This can only be sustained in as much as there is a strong public consensus 
in Switzerland for these kind of efforts. This article also shows that a lot of the work is not the 
kind of work that leads to the famous hand shakes on CNN television. There are years and 
even decades of hard, unspectacular work, yet it is work that has to be done, that step by step 
does have an impact.  

                                                 
94 Interview of the author with Joesf Bucher, 26 May 2006. 
95 Zuppi, Matteo/Cannelli, Ricardo. Sant’ Egidio, la médiation & la paix. Entretiens réalisés par Eric Morier-Genoud. 
In Missions et science sociales, 13 October 2003. S. 119-145. 
96 See for example the Berghof Foundation For Conflict Studies’ “Systemic conflict transformation” approach 
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The CPA ended a war that cost the lives of 2 million people. It was not Switzerland 
that brought this about, but Switzerland did help prepare the ground in the Nuba Mountains 
cease-fire agreement, and Switzerland did support the CPA negotiations through one of its 
experts. Switzerland also started supporting means to address governance questions not 
resolved by agreements such as the CPA already at an early stage, such as in the House of 
Nationalities project. This project is a good example of how to support the integration of 
traditional structures into democratic institutions – rather than exporting “democratic 
models” developed in the West. 

The signing of a peace agreement is not the end of a peace process, but the beginning 
of its implementation. The Darfur conflict also casts a long shadow over the successes of the 
CPA – an optimistic vision here is that the CPA will at least provide for some possible 
mechanisms developed for the Nuba mountains, Abyei and Blue Nile areas, that if applied 
may also help the Darfur and Beja crisis. Yet it is difficult to be optimistic regarding the 
Darfur, as long as the international community does not make greater efforts to carefully 
combine an approach that clearly exerts pressure as well as facilitating dialogue.  

The Swiss efforts in Sudan indicates some of the potential strengths of the Swiss 
profile: its modest but clear style in engaging abroad, the high priority given to cooperation 
with other third parties, a long-term commitment, and the use of an integrated approach to 
peace processes. The Swiss experts’ familiarity with federalism may also be seen as an asset, 
even if the asymmetric federal structure the Sudanese agreed on does not follow the Swiss 
federal system. For the future one can hypothesise that Switzerland will continue to gain 
experience in this field, while at the same time entering into a dialogue on the domestic side 
about the role it wants to play in such processes. An optimistic outcome of such a process is 
the vision of Switzerland taking on a more active role abroad, developing a clearer long-term 
strategy, and thereby making better use of its civilian and military resources to support peace 
and stability – both motivated by self-interest and by international solidarity.  
 
  
Appendix: Overview of Peace Talks in Sudan North-South Conflict97 
 

1965 Khartoum round table conference.98  

1972 Addis Ababa Agreement ended the fighting of the first Sudanese civil war. 

1986 Koko Dam Declaration by non governmental actors (SPLA/M and the National Alliance for 
National Salvation of the Country). 

1986, 31 July Talks between Sadiq Al-Mahdi and John Garang.  

1988, March Talks between Mirghani’s DUPand Garang’s SPLM in Harare, resulted in agreement in Ethiopia on 
16 Nov, facilitated by the Global Inter-Action Council of Former Heads of State and Government.  

1989, 19-20 August Meeting between SPLA/M and GoS (Government of Sudan) in Addis Ababa (Ethiopia), no external 
mediator. 

1989, 1-5 
December  

Meeting between SPLA/M and GoS in Nairobi (Kenya), first direct talks, later facilitated by former 
US president Jimmy Carter. 

                                                 
97 If not mentioned otherwise, the source is: The Sudan Peace Processes and Documents, Norwegian Support Group For 
Sudan: http://www.sudansupport.no/english_pages/peace-processes.html 
98 Chronology of Conflict Resolution Initiatives in Sudan, George Mason University, Institute for Conflict Analysis and 
Resolution, 1991. 
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1992, 25 January Talks between SSIM/A (formerly the SPLM/A-United) and GoS in Frankfurt.99  

1992, May-June Meeting between SPLA/M and GoS in Abuja (Nigeria), mediated by former Nigerian President 
Ibrahim Babangida, Chairman of the OAU. 

1993, April-May Meeting between SPLA/M and GoS in Abuja (Nigeria), mediated by former Nigerian President 
Ibrahim Babangida, Chairman of the OAU. 

1993 Meeting between SPLA/M and GoS in Nairobi, Kenya. 

1993, 7 September IGAD(D) Standing Committee on Peace in Sudan established. 

1994 Dtart of the IGAD(D) Process between SPLM/A, SPLM/A-United and GoS, four rounds of talks, 
resulted in Declaration of Principles (DOP). 

1995 June, Asmara Declaration, alliance between National Democratic Alliance (NDA) and SPLM/A. 

1996 Talks between GoS and SPLA-Bahr El-Ghazal Group led to Sudanese Political Charter. 

1997 Khartoum process, with talks between GoS and several Rebel groups not including SPLA/M, led to 
Khartoum Agreement 21 April, Nuba Moutains Agreement 21 April 1997 (GoS and Nuba 
Mountains United SPLM/A) and Fashoda Agreement, 20th Sept 1997 (GoS and SPLM/A United led 
by Lam Akol). 

1997 Continuation of IGAD(D) negotiations between GoS and SPLM/A, without much movement, 
however. 

1999 Talks between GoS and Blue Nile Citizens Front, led to Blue Nile Agreement. 

1989-2000 Series of people-to-people conferences, under the auspices of the New Sudan Council of Churches 
and other organizations between different conflicting Southern groups, e.g. Loki Dinka-Nuer 
Accord of 1998, Wunlit Dinka-Nuer Covenant 1999, Waat Lou Nuer Covenant 1999, Liliir 
Covenant 2000, Kisumu declerations 2001, Washington Dinka-Nuer declearation 2002.  

1999-2001 Libya-Egypt Initiative facilitating talks between GoS and the Northern opposition parties, led to 
Egyptian Libyan Sudanese communiqué 2000, and Memorandum of Understanding 2001. 

2000 Workshop in Aberare, initiation of the House of Nationalities idea. 

2002, Jan Nairobi declaration, following talks between Riek Machar (SPDF) and John Garang (SPLM/A) in 
Nairobi, uniting the two rebel groups that had split in 1991. 

2002, Jan Swiss-US initiative on Bürgenstock, led to Nuba Mountains cease fire. 

2002, July IGAD(D) process led to Machakos Protocpl, a preliminary peace agreement. 

2002, November IGAD(D) process leads to Memorandum of Understanding on structure of government. 

2003, July IGAD process leads to Nakuru draft. 

2003, Sept.  Start of Naivasha meetings between Taha and Garang, dealing with security, wealth sharing, power 
sharing, three areas, status of capital. 

2003, Nov. Women conference on the House of Nationalities, Lokichokio. 

2004, June-July SPLM/A Conference of 300 kings, chiefs and spiritual leaders in South Sudan. 

2005, 9 January Comprehensive Peace Agreement. 

2005, 9 July Interim National Constitution Republic of Sudan. 

 

                                                 
99 Machar, Riek. South Sudan: A History of Political Domination - A Case of Self-Determination. University of Pennsylvania, 
African Studies Center.  http://www.africa.upenn.edu/Hornet/sd_machar.html 


