
Linking & learning 
within Great Lakes 
programming 



Introduction 

Against the background of a demand for sharing and discussing lessons 

learned from programs carried out under the Reconstruction Tender1, a 

diverse group of development cooperation practitioners gathered in The 

Hague on 26 September 2016. Organized by the Knowledge Platform 

Security & Rule of Law and Oxfam Novib, the Linking and Learning event 

aimed to unpack results and learnings of these development projects, with a 

regional focus on the Great Lakes Region.  

An interactive round of introductions immediately made clear that indeed, the room was 

filled with a wealth of knowledgeable and experienced participants. Informal discussions 

about the main causes of instability in the region, the most important actions that non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) have carried out to address these root causes, and what 

NGOs can do better to improve their programs in the future got the event off to a flying start. 

 
Recommendations & way  
forward 
 

A full day of interactive group and plenary discussions resulted in a wide range of 

recommendations for future programming in the Great Lakes Region. The importance of a 

thorough context and stakeholder analysis, as well as finding innovative ways to make true 

local ownership of development programs a reality, was mentioned multiple times throughout 

the day. Working in partnerships is essentially seen as a positive development, even though it 

does come with challenges of its own. Coordination and communication between the partners 

can be difficult at times. The challenges of moving beyond a classic donor-recipient 

relationship have also not fully been resolved by working in partnerships. Much of the 

program development still takes place at the headquarters level, without the involvement of 

implementing partners. 

1 From 2012 – 2015, international and national NGOs partnered to carry out development programs 

promoting peace and security, rule of law and governance in conflict and post-conflict countries. These 

programs were subsidized by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands under the Reconstruction 

Tender. 



 

 

 

The participants of the event encourage their respective colleagues to take the following on 

recommendations into account, when developing and implementing future programs and 

projects. 

1. OPERATE IN AN INCREASINGLY POLITICALLY 
AWARE MANNER 

This should include: 

 Ongoing analysis of (political) contextual changes; 

 Increasing adaptiveness to changes in the context; 

 Daring to occupy the maximum available space, and seeking the boundaries of 

what is possible in each context; 

 Involve all stakeholders, including governments and other state actors as well as 

non-state actors that provide certain services to the population, at the design 

stage of the program. 

 

2. PUT GROUNDED LOCAL OWNERSHIP AT CENTER 
STAGE, WITH A SPECIFIC FOCUS ON A SHARED 
UNDERSTANDING OF AIMS & OBJECTIVES 

This includes taking inclusive partner recruitment seriously and ensuring that you  work 

with the right partners. 

 

 

3. WORK WITH LOCAL PEACE COMMITTEES AND 
MAKE EXTENSIVE USE OF LOCAL KNOWLEDGE  

In order to achieve the peace that is needed, not that peace that is funded. 

 

 

4. INVEST IN BUILDING IMPLEMENTING PARTNERS’ 
CONFIDENCE FOR LOBBYING AT THE LEVEL OF 
GOVERNMENTS, COMPANIES AND DONORS 

 

5. ENSURE THAT PROGRAMMING OBJECTIVES AND 
GOALS ARE REALISTIC 

And communicate clearly about these to all stakeholders involved, and to  

implementing partners in particular. 



 

 

 

6. DEVELOP A THOROUGH EXIT STRATEGY AND 
COMMUNITY CLEARLY AND HONESTLY TOWARDS 
IMPLEMENTING PARTNERS ON THESE 

 

7. PUSH FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF A GENUINE 
DESIRE TO LEARN, BEYOND JUST FOCUSING ON 
RESULTS 

This will particularly help adopting a flexible programming approach, a safe space for 

auto-critique, and the possibility to experiment and adjust the program as you go. Key 

components of this should be: 

 Allocate financial resources for pilots for testing and innovation. 

 Systematically use research throughout the program, also in the design phase. A 

plan for monitoring and evaluation should be based on prior research. 

 

 
Addressing root causes and  
improving programming 
 

The causes of instability in the Great Lakes Region are manifold. Weak or even non-existent 

governance is creating instability, impunity and corruption, and the absence of a social 

contract between the state and its citizens is resulting in a lack of social cohesion. Moreover, 

bad resource management causes extreme poverty and attracts armed groups in certain 

areas. The continuous manipulation of identity divides people and generates hate. Other 

factors underlying the ongoing volatile situation in the region is ongoing localized armed 

conflict, a crisis of state legitimacy, cultural and religious exclusion and a vicious cycle of 

economic decline. 

 

The projects implemented under the Reconstruction Tender all aimed to address one or more 

of these underlying factors. According to the participants, the most important things that 

were done to this effect were:  

● strengthening of the capacity of local civil society organizations to manage conflicts, and 

to develop systems of early warning response, as to detect conflict before it erupts or 

goes viral; 

● the creation of economic opportunities, diversifying livelihoods leading to an increased 

engagement of youth in resolving local community conflicts; 

 



 

 

 

● advocacy towards local as well as national governments to address the root causes of 

conflict, and stimulate communities to demand accountability from their local leaders; 

● community dialogue and peacebuilding; 

● government capacity strengthening; 

● strengthening of civil society. 

 

Ideas about how future programming can be improved were equally manifold. Better 

alignment of the actions of NGOs to economic and political circumstances, which are in 

continuous flux and thereby influence root causes, is pivotal for effective program 

implementations. Continuously gaining up-to-date knowledge and subsequently, opportunities 

to adapt programming accordingly are fundamental requirements for this. In addition, 

coordination with all stakeholders involved should be improved, vertically as well as 

horizontally. This should include all layers of government, by linking with high level political 

processes, but also by engaging local civil society organizations. Moreover, the reflection on 

the impact of program implementation should be continuous. Analysis should not be made 

just at the beginning, but assumptions need to be updated while programs are rolled out and 

circumstances change. Being honest, upfront, about the actual impact a program can have 

should be central in this. 

 

 

Sharing lessons learned  

 

In order to enable the aggregation of lessons and findings, the participants were divided into 

six teams and asked to answer three questions: What is the most important insight you take 

from this presentation? Which questions do you still have? And what would be your advice for 

taking the program forward? After the group work, the opinions and findings of each group 

were discussed in plenary. 

 

The importance of youth and economic empowerment in Burundi  

The creation of jobs in the realm of agriculture with a specific focus on youth in Burundi was 

the central objective of SPARK’s Agri Business Creation (ABC) program. Amongst other 

stakeholders, SPARK worked together with the local micro-finance institution Caisse 

Coopérative d’Epargne et de Crédit (CECM), whose director Marie Louise Nsabiyumva 

presented the most salient lessons that were learned during the program implementation.  

 

Several challenges were encountered in trying to reach the goals of creating jobs in 

agriculture for youth, improving their access to financial resources, and supporting the 

government to allow farmers to make the shift from subsistence to market agriculture. 

Because of the low profits, young people are not interested in undertaking agricultural 

activities. Innovation in the sector is low, most people do not have the means to improve this  

 

 

 



 

 

 

situation, and access to financial resources is very limited. Moreover, the political crisis that 

hit the country in 2015 made cooperation with the government more difficult, as government 

priorities shifted. As a response, SPARK decided to start organizing youth groups around the 

cultivation of sorghum. This had visible effects: cooperatives were set up, credit was 

extended to youth and the sorghum was directly sold to Brarudi, the biggest brewery of the  

country, to produce the new Nyongera sorghum-beer. The project led to a secured market 

and the regular revenues from cultivating sorghum motivated youth to become interested in 

the agricultural sector. SPARK noted a visible change in people’s self-confidence: they had  

never thought they would be able to negotiate with the largest brewery in the country, which 

was made possible by the power of the cooperative. 

 

After lively discussion, all teams agreed that the strengthening of people’s self-confidence 

really stood out. As one participant put it: “When people feel they have a purpose, lives can 

be saved”. The successful linking of the community, NGOs, and the private sector was 

another highlight of the program, as was the fact that small scale farmers actually reached a 

point where they could bargain with a big company. The project is a good example of NGOs 

acting as a facilitator of farmers’ collective power to negotiate with bigger companies. As 

such, the project has had a positive impact in a socio-political sense: as the youth was 

provided with jobs and small stocks of sorghum, they are assumed to be less attracted to join 

armed groups or to migrate away from their homes. When the youth saw that the people 

taking part in the project were benefitting, they were motivated to become part of it 

themselves. The success of the project has led it to be further enlarged in the west of the 

country. 

 

Finally, all teams provided SPARK and CECM with advice for future programming. This 

included diversifying in companies for the farmers to work with, and trying to avoid too much 

focus on quick wins but develop long-term programming as well. To ensure the sustainability 

of programming, it was suggested to link cooperatives with (international) financial 

institutions that can provide specialized support. In addition, it was advised to produce a 

clear overview of lessons learnt, and to adopt an increased focus on identifying the impact of 

the program beyond the direct beneficiaries. Finally, the importance of integrating 

peacebuilding programming into agricultural development programs was underlined.  

 

Enhancing Local Peace Committees in Burundi and the DRC 

Corita Corbijn and Mathijs van Leeuwen presented the findings of a research project that was 

carried out by the Radboud University Nijmegen in cooperation with ZOA and MIPAREC 

Burundi2. The research explored the assumptions underlying development interventions that 

work with Local Peace Committees (LPC). The main finding of the study is that the literature 

on local peacebuilding is too abstract and technical to be meaningful for the people who it is 

about, and that identifying strategic questions that resonate with people on different levels is 

a major challenge. 

 

2 This research is funded by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, awarded by NWO-WOTRO.  



 

 

 

On the basis of literature research and multiple workshops and interviews in Burundi, three 

sets of questions (totaling ten) that bring together different issues that interveners and local 

people should best consider when getting involved in (working with) Local Peace Committees, 

were constructed. Two toolkits were developed, consisting visual tools that aim to facilitate  

discussing the assumptions underlying the programmatic choices around Local Peace  

Committees. The toolboxes will be made available to (I)NGOs, and ZOA will use them in 

future program formulation and review3.  

 

During the research, it was found that despite LPCs’ limited reach, financial capabilities and 

(political) leverage, it is pivotal to take larger questions around justice and reconciliation into 

consideration at the level of the LPCs. In the end, the work of these committees does have an 

impact. Moreover, in order to nurture acceptance within communities, these questions need 

to be debated on a local level. 

 

The research and toolkits were well received: the action-research approach in which ZOA was 

self-critical as well, the local testing of strategic question, and the fact that the toolkits 

consist of visual tools were particularly valued. In response to several questions, the 

presenters underlined that the goal of the research was not to identify best practices. The 

aim was to identify questions that bring together the kinds of key issues that need to be 

discussed when an LPC is to be established. This is a highly context specific endeavor, and 

answers are diverse, as they depend on what people themselves prioritize. The research did 

not so much look at the effectiveness of LPCs, but instead focused on the extent to which 

different local stakeholders are involved in program design and execution, whether they are 

capable of discussing the most pressing issues at hand, and how intervention strategies can 

better engage these stakeholders. 

 

Recommendations included involving government actors in programming around LPCs and 

emphasizing the links between LPCs and formal government arrangements, as well as working 

with the media to ensure a broader dissemination of the gathered information. The idea to 

create a platform for conflict transformation as to educate all stakeholders about the efforts 

of others was mentioned as well. Such a platform could facilitate finding the best approach 

that combines the strong suits of all actors involved, as well as studying the impact of local 

peace committees. 

 

The impact of South-South capacity development 

A presentation by Paul Mulindwa of the South African Centre for Conflict Resolution (CCR) 

focused the discussion on the military and civilian sides of peacekeeping and peacebuilding in 

South Sudan, DRC, Uganda and Burundi. CCR’s core business is to empower local actors,  

 

3 The toolboxes and policy brief are available via the following link: 

http://www.kpsrl.org/browse/browse-item/t/enhancing-local-peace-committees-facilitating-

stakeholder-debate-on-the-strategic-choices-involved-in-transitional-justice 

 

http://www.kpsrl.org/browse/browse-item/t/enhancing-local-peace-committees-facilitating-stakeholder-debate-on-the-strategic-choices-involved-in-transitional-justice
http://www.kpsrl.org/browse/browse-item/t/enhancing-local-peace-committees-facilitating-stakeholder-debate-on-the-strategic-choices-involved-in-transitional-justice


 

 

 

military institutions as well as individuals, which partake in peacekeeping missions, to 

manage conflicts at local levels within local communities.  

 

Within this project, a platform for sharing experiences, enhancing collaboration and building 

sustainable peace in the region together with the military and security institutions was 

created. This included pre-deployment training of soldiers to United Nations and African 

Union peacebuilding missions in the Central African Republic and Somalia. A system of 

training-of-trainers was introduced to increase the empowerment of people working within 

African Union peacekeeping missions and civil society organizations, with a specific focus on 

conflict sensitivity. 

 

Through the program, in terms of capacity development it was learned that training both 

people that hold positions of responsibility, and those that implement day-to-day activities, 

helps to ensure the sustainability of the project. Moreover, ensuring thorough knowledge 

transfer if a trained person leaves the organization is very important. Setting up a network of 

organizations that transfer skills and knowledge can facilitate this, and allows for a cascading 

of knowledge.  

 

Based on the experiences with these programs, CCR found that choosing depth over breadth 

works best: working with fewer organizations but on many targets, instead of the other way 

around. In addition, involving community and government leaders in all stages of the program 

will be central in future programming, in order to allow for a buy-in of all levels of structures, 

including the traditional level. Another lesson is that carrying out continuous needs 

assessments and allowing flexibility in programming is pivotal for the success of a program, 

especially in countries with fragile and rapidly shifting political realities. 

 

The fact that the project involved a wide range of different actors was considered a very 

positive treat. In addition, the focus on long-term and tangible results was applauded, as was 

the targeting of organizations and institutions, and linking them by means of a platform. The 

concept of education through pre-deployment training of soldiers was deemed as an 

important way forward in peacekeeping and peacebuilding strategies. 

 

Responding to the question of how to deal with the fact that there is not always enough room 

for flexibility due to constraints put on implementing organizations by donors, CCR responded 

that in fact, the Dutch MFA had been a very flexible donor. Given the unpredictable, unstable 

situation in South Sudan, the work plan and timetable had to be changed several times a 

year. As long as the budget did not change and a rationale for the changes was provided, 

there was enough space to adapt the implementation of the projects accordingly, which has 

contributed to the success of the program. 

 

Partnership and a regional approach to peacebuilding 

This session facilitated by Oxfam Novib centered around the regional conflict transformation 

program ‘Peace Beyond Borders’, in which a bottom up road map to peace was developed, as  



 

 

 

an addition to the peace accords that are brokered between different armed groups and the 

higher echelons of the different governments in the region. A partnership between a total of  

12 organizations was formed to carry out this program in three countries, totaling 10 

provinces and reaching out to over 12000 people, who participated in developing the road 

map. One organization alone could have never achieved this: forming partnerships indeed was 

a necessity.  

 

There were more positive effects of working in partnership with a multitude of stakeholders. 

Most notably, the partnership approach fostered access and legitimacy. For example, during 

the crisis in Burundi, local partners did manage to talk with youth that are affiliated with 

political parties who might be attracted to join armed groups. Oxfam Novib would never have 

had this type of access. Similar examples were shared from Eastern Congo, where local 

partner organizations successfully campaigned for youth to leave armed groups.  

 

Partnerships also add value when it comes to lobby and advocacy: the people that are doing 

the work on the ground, need to have a voice both nationally and internationally – something 

that Oxfam can facilitate. In terms of sustainability, working in partnership can prove 

beneficial, too: local partners usually have a long history working in a given country, and are 

likely to stay even when international organizations leave. It is important to note here that 

implementing organizations’ space to effectively bring about change does of course depend 

on the financial means they will have available for this. Moreover, building on each 

stakeholder’s strong suits is fostered when working in a partnership: ideally, approaches are 

complementary. Working with a multitude of organizations, finally, improves the chances of 

receiving funding from back donors.  

 

Representatives of four of Oxfam’s partner organizations shared their insights on this topic. In 

general, the regional approach was applauded, despite the fact that working in certain areas 

was highly challenging. Difficulties were encountered on the level of research and advocacy, 

but also with the organization of regional events. In this way, working with different partners 

did sometimes negatively affect the program.  

 

To improve future programming, it is recommended to develop a media strategy. This will 

allow for the media to be better integrated in different activities, which will increase the 

number of people that will be reached through the program. Another suggestion was to be 

mindful not to reinvent the wheel when it comes to dealing with root causes, but to use 

knowledge and experiences of other organizations from the start.  

 

Working as equal partners was valued as well, even though it took a while before coordination 

and synergy between all stakeholders was reached. Several participants voiced their strong 

concern about the fact that this program will not be followed up. National institutions in the 

DRC, Rwanda as well as Burundi have actively been engaged in validating the agenda for this  

 

 



 

 

 

road map, and now these ties are broken. This needs to be improved in the future: if building 

peace is truly the objective, there is a need to develop longer-term programmes and take the 

aspirations of local communities seriously to ensure the sustainability of the results. In  

addition, the importance of doing ongoing research and involving every stakeholder, 

horizontally as well as vertically, in the process was again mentioned as being pivotal. 

Lobby and advocacy, and a regional approach to peacebuilding 

“This is my own testimony about impact: it starts with me.” With this statement, Celine 

Bankumuhari introduced the last session on lobby and advocacy within the Peace Beyond 

Borders program (PBB). The topic of advocacy was not well thought through at the beginning 

of the program, Celine explained, so it took a bit of time before the work that was done at 

the local level was connected with the work at the national, regional and international levels. 

A lesson for the future is thus to start engaging and connecting these different levels in an 

early stage, in order to get all stakeholders on board in time. Specifically, engaging local 

authorities in the design stage of the program will allow for greater access, political will and 

a local ownership of the process. These are all factors that are needed to make the program a 

success. Indeed, peace needs to be owned.  

 

The linking of local peace brokers with regional and international bodies, such as the 

International Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR) and the African Union (AU), has 

been very important. These bodies are usually disconnected from the local level. The PBB 

program has worked to bridge this gap, by creating platforms with the AU liaison offices. The 

development of confidence of local organizations to keep engaging with the ICGLR, the AU 

and the East African Community (EAC) was mentioned as pivotal in order to continue building 

peace, even after a particular program has ended. A representative of a local partner 

organization encouraged her colleagues to “take their space”, and to continue engaging with 

a multitude of stakeholders to make peace in the region a reality.  

 

For international organizations, it is very important to organize quality recruitment of 

partners, partners with influence as well as access. Local partners have credibility, 

knowledge and legitimacy: factors that are vital for the success of program implementation. 

In addition, lobby and advocacy on donor relations needs to increase: organizations need to 

diversify their pool of donors instead of counting on one donor only.  

 

 




