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Foreword
The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA)
enters its second decade of work as an intergovernmental body dedicated to building
sustainable democracy. Democracy is a contested concept. Different definitions and
theories emphasize different aspects of democracy. International IDEA’s understanding
of democracy is that of a system of political governance whose decision-making power is
subject to the controlling influence of citizens who are considered political equals. A
democratic political system is inclusive, participatory, representative, accountable,
transparent and responsive to citizens’ aspirations and expectations. Democracy is not an
all-or-nothing affair. It is a question of the degree to which citizens exercise control over
political decision-making and are treated as equals.
However, for many across the world, democracy, such as practised, is facing a crisis of
legitimacy and credibility. The idea of democracy based on the political equality of
citizens has not translated effectively and the reality in many countries is characterized by
rising economic inequality, unresolved conflicts and the marginalization of many groups
of people who remain powerless minorities. In recent years promotion of democracy has
gained prominence in foreign policy debates, but at the same time, democracy building is
viewed with suspicion by an increasing number of people.
Regular electoral contests, while indispensable, do not suffice to establish and maintain
democratic practice. If democracy is to remain relevant it must be reclaimed and
revitalized. Ensuring that citizens can make informed choices, that local participation is
genuine, and that democratic governments are committed to improving delivery on
human security are keys to such a positive outcome. In societies emerging from war,
these processes are essential for preventing reversal to violence and securing peace.
The key messages of IDEA’s founding mandate—support for sustainable democracy
based on local ownership of structures and processes, promoting dialogue processes
among national stakeholders, ensuring that institutional design relates to the specific
context of a society—remain increasingly relevant. International IDEA undertook the
project Democracy, Conflict and Human Security to interrogate the challenges facing
democracy-building in the 21st century and to use the ensuing publications as a dialogue
tool to assist discussions among national actors and policy development in support of
democracy in the international community.
This report is based on the discussion that took place at the regional workshop ‘Towards
Liberating Democracy: Devolution of Power Matters’, held in Bangkok, Thailand, 16-17
February 2007. The workshop drew on experiences from Aceh, Mindanao, West Papua
and southern Thailand and addressed the nexus between democracy, conflict and human
security in these contexts. It recognized the highly political nature of the terrain including
the politics underlying developmental and other nation-building strategies and
underscored the need for democracies to help create a positive peace in conflict prone
societies through power sharing as a measure to stabilize areas facing violence and
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reduce tensions between different groups in society. Through such workshops,
International IDEA is contributing to the ongoing global and regional debates on
strengthening democratic practices and responding to the quests for human dignity and
development in the South-East Asia region.
International IDEA would like to express particular appreciation to the Human Security
Program of the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade, Canada, for its
generous support of the publication Democracy, Conflict and Human Security: Pursuing
Peace in the 21st Century, which served as a basis for discussion at the workshop.
We also express our thanks to Mahidol University Research Center for Peace Building in
Thailand for their cooperation in hosting the workshop and King Prajadihipok’s Institute
and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) regional centre for their
shared interest and contributions.
Many have contributed to the workshop in their individual capacities and through their
organizations by presenting papers and chairing sessions. They include Gothom Arya,
Chantana Banpasirichote, Afridal Darmi, Judith Large, Willy Mandowen, Arifah
Rahmawati, Sakuntala Kadirgamar-Rajasingham, Irene M. Santiago, Henrik Fredborg
Larsen, Abhoud Syed M. Lingga, Ichsah Malik and Prawase Wasi.
Our thanks go to Judith Large, former Senior Advisor to the Democracy Building and
Conflict Management Programme and one of the lead authors of Democracy, Conflict
and Human Security: Pursuing Peace in the 21st Century; and also to Cecilia Bylesjö,
Project Officer, and Kalpalata Dutta, Director of the Asian Institute for Human Rights in
Thailand, who were rapporteurs at the regional workshop and co-authors of the workshop
report.
Within International IDEA, Goran Fejic, Head of the Democracy Building and Conflict
Management programme and Sakuntala Kadirgamar-Rajasingham, Head of the South
Asia Program, made substantial contributions to the project, and Rosinah Ismail-Clarke
and Zoe Mills provided administrative support. Our thanks go also to Publication
Manager Florencia Enghel, to Lisa Hagman for her assistance during the production
process and to Gill Dwyer for editing the text.
Finally we would like to express our gratitude to all the participants who actively
contributed to the discussions by sharing their experiences of their particular regions and
by being open to discussing the challenges to democracy building. We hope that this
report makes a contribution to strengthening democracy in the region, and that
democracy can thus be the lever to manage conflict by addressing the underlying human
security concerns that undermine peace in South-East Asia.

Vidar Helgesen
Secretary-General, International IDEA
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1. Overview: project concept
In the aftermath of the Cold War and the so-called Third Wave of democratization,
confidence in democracy as the only path and as panacea for all challenges to governance
was high. However, this confidence has been shaken. Many countries have veered
towards authoritarianism in their tolerance of ‘strong leaders’ who promise better
delivery in the economic realm and promise to stamp out social instability and resolve
conflicts. In many parts of the world, there is increasing awareness of the gap between
democratic precepts, promises and delivery, especially in the social and economic sector.
Democracy, with elections leading to representative government, has given voice to
citizens but has not necessarily ensured delivery or addressed collective needs. The
limitation of democratic governance to the electoral process has, in many cases, given
rise to further marginalization and exclusion of some communities. Thus the adherence to
democracy as an article of faith and exclusive focus on the institutional and procedural
dimensions of democracy may obscure some of the challenges emerging from the
democratic process itself.
Today, democracy is challenged to do more than provide for the structures of
representation. It is tasked to provide the basis by which collective needs for human
security are met. Human insecurity is caused by violent conflict and social threats such as
disease and crime, and unmet development and social needs such as public education and
health care. Democracy, conflict and human security are areas which have close linkages.
In this paradigm, the focus shifts from national security and economic growth to human
security and human development. What is prioritized is individual and collective wellbeing that enhances both the freedoms and capabilities of people.
International IDEA’s Democracy, Conflict and Human Security Project argues that
effective democracy building must move beyond elections and technical assistance and
address democratic practices and their impact on human security. Government may hold
free elections but fall short in delivering on other ‘democratic goods’—such as giving
voice to the marginalized. Democracy building has to be a process that engenders respect
for the dignity of citizens and provides space for public participation through effective
dialogues on public policy. Devolution of power is increasingly presented as a way of
expanding space for public participation, but for it to be effective, it must be legitimate in
the eyes of those whom it is designed to empower. Real local ownership will exist only if
the stakeholders are part of the design and implementation of the governance structures to
be devolved.
The workshop
International IDEA, in partnership with Mahidol University Research Center for Peace
Building, and with the support of King Prajadhipok Institute Center for Peace and
Governance and UNDP Regional Centre, hosted a two day workshop: ‘Towards
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Liberating Democracy: Devolution of Power Matters’ 16–17 January 2007 in Bangkok,
Thailand.
The workshop provided a forum for policy makers, researchers and civil society
representatives from Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand, to reflect on key challenges
for state and society in South-East Asia. The objective was to examine the nexus between
democracy, conflict and human security in Aceh, West Papua, Mindanao and the
southern provinces of Thailand. It aimed at initiating a dialogue on policy options for
strengthening democracy and delineating some essential features for a roadmap towards
devolution of power in the region as a means to increase stability and engender peace.
Last but not the least, it sought to bring together participants from different conflict zones
in the region and enable them to establish a network.
The workshop was timely given the developments in South-East Asia. While a peace
agreement was recently signed in Aceh, followed by the first local elections in December
2006, West Papua is in the process of introducing legislation on decentralization, and
Mindanao is paying increased attention to decentralization and autonomy measures as a
way of addressing the conflict. In Thailand, the present government was appointed by the
military following the military coup of September 2006, while the southern border
provinces continue to face violence. A referendum on constitutional reforms is scheduled
for August 2007.
This report is based on Chatham House rules and does not attribute presentations and
responses to any given speaker. It does however summarize the proceedings and
highlights some key findings under the following headings:
•

Addressing structural strains and the ethnic and religious dimensions of conflict,
focusing on experiences in Thailand and Mindanao;

•

Prospects of devolution and decentralization of power to achieve ‘positive peace’
in conflict-prone societies;

•

Strategies to prevent, alleviate and resolve conflicts;

•

Concluding remarks: ways forward.

Our dream is peace for humankind all over the world. That is peaceful co-existence
between man and man, men and women, and human beings with the environment. Reality
is complex. In this difficult world there is irregular development…widening gaps,
concentration of power and wealth leading to conflict, war and violence, poverty, injustice
and environmental crisis. It is not acceptable but not unusual either for such a complex
system as the one that exists today. It is not impossible to solve this, and our challenge is
to find ways of bringing about peace. That is what this meeting is about…(T)he energy
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that we use is muscles, guns and money but these energies cannot solve difficult problems.
What would solve such a complex situation? Democracy might be the answer. But the
question is what kind of democracy?

Opening speech by Dr Prawase Wasi
Vice Chair of the National Reconciliation Commission, Thailand

Defining the concepts—lessons learnt
Concepts such as decentralization, devolution and de-concentration of power are often
used freely, even interchangeably without conceptual clarity and understanding.
Furthermore, as they travel and take root in different contexts they acquire additional
meanings through their associations. Therefore it was necessary to unbundle their
meaning and identify the nuances of degrees of power and authority to which they relate.
Decentralization refers to the transfer of power to local government units to initiate,
fund and implement programmes meant for local development. It is based on the
principle that public decisions should be made when possible, at the level of authority
closest to the people.
Devolution of power implies that local governments are given some discretionary
authority in decision-making and in the management of local affairs and delivery of
services to their communities. It refers to a form of administrative decentralization.
De-concentration of power, in turn, implies the transfer of more limited responsibilities,
powers and resources from the central government (ministries and agencies) to field
offices at the local and regional level; government becomes closer to the citizens, while
remaining under the authority of the central powers and acting on its behalf and under
their direction and control.
In Asia the terms ‘devolution’ and ‘de-concentration’ have come into usage in the
governance discourse relatively recently and may be used in different countries to signify
different arrangements. In some cases it may be difficult to classify an arrangement under
either of the two terms, and different levels of central and local government often have
their individual responsibilities for managing service delivery. But what is important to
know is the form and content of the transfer of power. The critical questions to pose are:




What are the institutional arrangements for the transfer of power?
What is the relationship of the institutions at local level to those at
central level?
Is such transfer of power part of a uniform national policy or is it
an asymmetric arrangement designed for a particular context?
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What kinds of power— political, fiscal or administrative—are
transferred? When power is transferred to local government
institutions, what is the relationship of these institutions to the
traditional/indigenous systems of authority?

When focusing on devolution as a potential conflict resolution measure, it is necessary to:
analyse whether the devolution policy and actual implementation allow for local
decision-making in the areas of crucial importance to the target communities; and study
the impact—positive and negative—in addressing conflict in non-violent ways.
In some countries, devolution is used as a conflict resolution measure by increasing the
autonomy of conflict areas within the nation state. In such cases, there is assignment or
transfer of autonomous governmental functions, usually by a national legislation, to
elected (or otherwise representative) local governmental bodies. Examples of such
arrangements for ‘asymmetric’ devolution may be found in the Chittagong Hill Tracts in
Bangladesh and in Indonesia with the special autonomy law for Aceh.
There is a great need in Asia to contemplate particular arrangements for the transfer of
power. These may include special representational arrangements for the local bodies to
which power is devolved, and rules and regulations for power sharing so as to ensure that
such arrangements meet the demands of greater autonomy and help to bring peaceful
solutions to violent conflicts.
Lastly, there is a necessity to acknowledge that local governance is much more than
installing local institutions. It involves the capability of people to decide on matters
affecting their daily lives. One such issue which is very sensitive in the southern border
provinces of Thailand is the right of the people to use their local language as a medium
of primary education and as the language of communication with state authorities. There
is also a need to understand the role of traditional authorities in this context as well as the
relationship between government, civil society and the administration to visualize how
local government can facilitate peace building processes.
In sum, there is need to discuss how decentralization—including the strategies for
devolution and de-concentration of power and concrete arrangements to implement such
strategies—could potentially be applied to bring stability in regions seeking greater
autonomy.
De-concentration vs. devolution of power
The transfer of powers and functions from a central government authority to local institutions can
be done in two ways:
•

through the delegation of governmental power by a central authority (usually a ministry)
to branch offices (or other agencies) that must act on its behalf and under its direction
and control; or

•

through the assignment or transfer of autonomous governmental functions (usually by
national legislation) to elected local government bodies that act on their own behalf,
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subject to minimum direction and control.

2. Addressing structural strains and the ethnic and religious dimensions of
conflict
A number of violent conflicts continue to smoulder in South-East Asia and they take
place in democratic states or those that are committed to a transition to democracy. The
conflict in the southern border provinces of Thailand has its roots in the last century but
the violence began to spiral first in January 2004. The state responded to the increased
violence by treating it as a ‘security’ concern, refusing to acknowledge the issues of
underdevelopment, unemployment and identity-based deprivation. It imposed draconian
laws ostensibly to preserve national security. There is a similar long-drawn conflict in the
southern province of the Philippines, Mindanao, which has seen cycles of violence and
numerous efforts at mediation with a view to addressing the root causes of the conflict. In
the case of Indonesia, the regions of West Papua, Moluccas and Aceh have seen several
decades of militancy and repression, but in the aftermath of the December 2004 tsunami
there is movement towards resolving the conflict in Aceh through the recent peace accord
mediated by Finland.
The causes of these and many other conflicts can be traced to structural and systemic
problems of underdevelopment, marginalization and exclusion of the local population,
and a denial of their rights to express and manifest their cultural identity. Politically, this
is articulated through the claim of the local populations to exercise their right of selfdetermination and gain autonomy from the central state. Issues of religion and ethnicity
are often thought to be determining factors and the root causes of such conflicts. But the
question to be raised is to what extent have these concepts been used to fuel the conflict
or explain it post facto?

Thailand
The three border provinces in the south of Thailand have distinct ethno-linguistic roots
and religious identities (Malay/Islam). The provinces have simmered with tensions for
some time, and there were early warning signs. Violence erupted in January 2004 with a
major attack on a military camp in Narathiwat province by approximately 50 insurgents
who were alleged to have robbed 403 machine guns from the camp and killed four
soldiers manning it, while an unspecified number of insurgents set fire to 22 schools and
patrol outposts in the province. The state responded by imposing martial law. However,
martial law has not quelled the violence and since January 2004 there have been daily
killings. Since then around 1900 persons have lost their lives, which is an alarming rise
from the average of 74 incidents of violence a year during the decade of 1994–2003.
The origins of the conflict can be traced back through history. Under the Anglo-Siamese
treaty of 1909, while Britain got control over the Malay Sultanates of Terengganu,
Kelantan and Kedah, control over the Pattani Sultanate was handed over to Siam. Though
the demarcation of these new boundaries set the stage for the establishment of the modern
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Thai state, it also sowed seeds of discontent among the people of the Pattani Sultanate,
who felt that their sovereignty had been taken away. This discontent fuelled a struggle
against occupation and oppression when government policies tried to ‘assimilate’ them
within the dominant Thai-Buddhist framework.
Thus the ideology behind the insurgency is reflected in the seven point demand issued in
1948 by Haji Sulong Bin Abdul Kadir, a religious leader of Pattani. These demands
included: autonomy to administer the four southern provinces, Pattani, Narathiwat, Yala
and Stun through a representative chosen by direct elections, full control over fiscal
resources of the provinces, use of the local Melayu language together with the Thai
language in government offices, teaching of the Melayu language in primary schools,
power to issue regulations on Islam and Islamic tradition and the full and separate
jurisdiction of Islamic religious courts from the provincial courts.
Since then the demands of the people have not changed much. The results of an opinion
survey of 2730 persons in 2005 showed that the people in the border provinces would
like to see local people in national and local governance institutions, respect for the
values of justice and equality, acceptance of cultural diversity and respect for local
identity by the Thai state.

West Papua
Indonesia became independent from the Netherlands shortly after World War II.
However, the Dutch retained control over western New Guinea1 until 1962. Upon the
Dutch withdrawal from the region, an agreement sponsored by the United Nations, ‘Act
of Free Choice’, called for the transfer of control from the Netherlands to Indonesia with
the stipulation that a referendum on the transfer be conducted in the province by 1969.
The referendum results showed great support for the integration of the province within
Indonesia, but the referendum was, in fact, widely contested by the people of West Papua
as rigged by the Indonesian government. The legitimacy of the transfer was not
recognized by the majority of the people of the region, who opposed Indonesian rule, and
aspired to self-government. The Indonesian government resorted to violence to eliminate
the political opposition and so began the conflict that continues today.
Over the years, the demographic composition of West Papua has been altered
significantly through internal migration of people from other parts of Indonesia. As a
result, the ethnic Melanesians have been reduced to a minority in their own land. Many
migrants are Muslims while the indigenous Papuans are largely Protestants or Catholics.
Further, the migrant communities have a higher level of economic wealth than the
indigenous people. All these differences have contributed to heightening the existing
frictions in the community. It is also important to note that neither the Papuan nor the
migrant communities are homogenous or monolithic. There are significant cultural
differences between the more than 250 Papuan ethnic subgroups. Thus, issues of identity
in West Papua are very complex and these ethnic/religious differences have been used by
power holders to create tensions to serve vested political interests.
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Nevertheless, the root causes of conflict are not to be sought in ethnic and religious
differences, but in unequal access to and distribution of power. Power is concentrated at
the centre and a few hand-picked people selected to represent West Papua. Lack of social
and economic integration has created a vacuum between the government in Jakarta and
the people of West Papua. Mediating democratic institutions and processes do not exist in
the province, furthering alienation. Since 1963 the province has seen numerous military
operations that have threatened the civil and political rights and human security of the
people of West Papua. These operations have prevented their access to political power as
well as economic resources.
In order to deal with the endemic unrest and escalating violence in the province, a special
autonomy law was introduced in 2001 with the objective of lessening central government
control over the region and increasing the region’s share in the official revenues from
natural resources of the province. However, these laws were not implemented and there
were no significant improvements in the socioeconomic status of the local Papuan
communities.

Mindanao
The conflict between the government of the Republic of the Philippines and the
Bangsamoro people, specifically between the Moro National Liberation Font (MNLF)
and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), is based on issues of sovereignty. The
Bangsamoro people are the traditional inhabitants of Mindanao and they are mainly
Muslim. The Bangsamoro people have been struggling for autonomy and their right to
determine their political status for decades, considering that their incorporation into the
Philippine state was without their consent. They claim that under the unitary system of
government that exists in the Philippines they experience bias and prejudice at the hands
of the Christian majority. They were discriminated against in matters such as
employment, adequate housing, and government resettlement and development policies,
which reduced them to the status of minority. The government’s failure to deliver basic
services to these areas has left Muslim Mindanao with the highest incidence of poverty.
Further massacres of Muslims in different areas and bombings of mosques, coupled with
the fact that the perpetrators of these crimes were never brought before the justice system,
have added to the tension.
The struggle for autonomy has gone through both peaceful and armed phases. At the time
when the USA was preparing to grant independence to the Philippines, the Bangsamoro
leaders submitted various petitions2 to the US government that the Bangsamoro territories
should not be included in the Philippine Republic. After these territories were made part
of the Philippine Republic in 1946, the Bangsamoro people continued to assert their right
to independence through peaceful means such as the Mindanao Independence Movement.
The repressive reactions of the Philippine government to a peaceful independence
movement and the emergence of anti-Muslim militias that harassed Bangsamoro
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communities triggered the violent confrontations between the Bangsamoro and the
government forces.
After the conclusion of the negotiations between the government and the MNLF,
negotiations with the break-away faction of the MNLF, the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front, were established in 1997. Under the facilitation of Malaysia, agreements on
ceasefire and the rehabilitation and development of conflict-affected areas were reached
by the two parties. At present, the negotiations continue on issues relating to ‘ancestral
domain’ which are subdivided into four strands—concept, territory, resources and
governance. The ceasefire, which is being monitored by the Malaysia-led international
monitoring team, is continuing.
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3. Some common elements
Though each conflict area is unique, it is possible to identify some common elements
with respect to history, causes and current stages of the conflicts.
The non-recognition of different cultures and unequal distribution of national wealth and
resources have worked towards creating a conflict situation in all of these cases. The
people from the conflict region feel alienated from the dominant majorities and have been
struggling for greater control over decision-making with regard to matters affecting their
communities and their lives.
Rather than addressing these issues of exclusion and inequality through dialogue, the
state has largely responded through repressive strategies to suppress dissent. The conflict
is usually cast as matters of ‘national security’ and threats to national unity and
draconian laws have been passed to deal with it. These laws give immense powers to the
police and armed forces and have resulted in human rights violations which have only
increased the resistance and alienation of the community. The state has spent millions on
its armed forces to curb the rebellion while the conflict-affected areas, though very rich in
natural resources, have continued to suffer poverty and deprivation.
Furthermore, the state, through a mix of different policies, has also tried to assimilate the
‘other’ populations within dominant politics. Some vested interests, often economic in
nature, have also fuelled the conflict. Finally, though religion has never been the basic
cause of conflict, it has been used by the conflicting parties, especially their elite, to
mobilize people for their cause.
To summarize, while ethnic and religious differences have been used by conflicting
parties and powers with vested interests to fuel the conflict, the root causes of such
conflicts can be traced to structural and systemic injustice, exclusion from power, lack of
control over economic resources, and violation of civil, political and cultural rights of
such groups. It was recognized that the notion of identity is linked to religion, language,
culture, traditions and the right to express one’s identity both as an individual and as a
group. Identity must also be recognized in the political realm to achieve peace. In
multicultural societies like those in South-East Asia, it is necessary to address these
different issues in order to build a culture of peace.

15

16

4. Prospects of devolution and decentralization of power to achieve
‘positive peace’ in conflict-prone societies
The question is raised whether it is possible to address issues of justice and peace through
non-violent means. Devolution and decentralization of power are often considered as
ways of securing a positive peace, moving beyond notions that peace is mere absence of
war. However, drawing from the experiences of Thailand, Indonesia and the Philippines
it is clear that devolution or decentralization has to be carried out with care and sincerity
if it is to achieve its objectives of providing a foundation for positive peace.
The presentations on devolution of power and decentralization highlighted the different
systems on which the distribution of power was based and the ways in which devolution
of power is perceived in the different countries. The presentations reflected some
commonalities such as existing struggles for power between the state/government and
minority groups in the country and the fact that each of these struggles has its roots in
specific social, political and economic injustices, real or perceived. Different regions
have either anticipated the need for introducing decentralization or autonomy measures or
ended up recognizing that it was inevitable. Others have begun implementing them to
some extent with variable depth and scope.
The recurring violence in the south of Thailand has been exacerbated to a large extent by
the relationship between the centralized state and the border communities. Experience
shows that the region has been more peaceful when the local provinces were able to keep
political and administrative practices and institutions of the local communities. Conflict
transformation is more difficult in a context where there are large social and cultural gaps
between the state and local communities, where power is concentrated in the hands of the
elites and where there is no credible civil society or community-based organizations that
can mediate new arrangement between the central state and local communities. Conflict
transformation processes also require a new way of thinking about the recognition of
minority rights in the democratic system, including sharing of power and economic
resources, recognition of cultural symbols and broader and deeper forms of political
representation.
Devolution of power and autonomy are increasingly seen as ways of achieving peace.
However, these terms are too generic and may have different meanings for different
groups and persons. Various research projects3 in Thailand have captured ideas and views
on what the implications would be if the border provinces were recognized as an
‘autonomous region’. Three distinct strands of opinion appear.
At one end of the spectrum local autonomy is seen as enabling the community to apply
Shari’ah or Islamic law. This implies that the area should be governed by different laws
so that the Malay-Muslim culture can be expressed in terms of language, legal system,
public administration, social and economic development, and local politics.
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According to liberal views supporting moderate autonomy, the conflict could be resolved
in the long term by ensuring that people’s aspirations are expressed through local politics
regardless of their cultural identity. Such approaches emphasize the issue of political
representation and would require local elections for provincial governors.
At the other end of the spectrum, the existing decentralization scheme is seen as adequate
to address local needs. This view supports strengthening the existing local government
mechanisms and claims that, if any changes are to be made, it should be within the
existing system. Such changes may include changes in the attitude of civil servants,
reform of the security and justice systems, establishing effective mediating and
coordinating institutions, and social and economic development programmes.
However, the question remains whether the existing scheme of decentralization in the
form of local government can accommodate different ways of life of the local people,
protect human security, restore the justice system and enhance co-existence.
Some participants considered that decentralization of power in Thailand may not have
achieved the desired results in the southern border provinces as the established local
governments operate under the authority of the central government and its overarching
state ideology of Thai Buddhism. It was claimed that local people were under-represented
in the institutions of public administration and that civilian affairs remained largely in the
hands of the Ministry of Interior and militarized. Based on such considerations, it was
claimed that the practice of decentralization under the close supervision of provincial and
central government was not genuine; and was unlikely to facilitate the expression of
cultural diversity.
The Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao in the Philippines was created in 1989.
However, local activists pointed out that, in spite of the wide-ranging powers ‘on paper’,
the implementation of the Local Government Code has come to be seen as conflicting
with other central laws and policies. The local governments have been plagued by lack of
capacity and insufficient, poorly managed financial resources; and they are not integrated
with historical, traditional and Islamic governance practices. Thus the Autonomous
Regional Government in effect has added an extra layer of public administration rather
than addressing the issues which it was created to address.
Similarly, with regard to Papua, it was highlighted that in the year 2001 the province was
given limited autonomy, but the provisions of the law were never implemented.
Moreover, a number of central laws allegedly overlap with the law that guarantees
autonomy.
Reportedly, a similar scenario had long characterized the developments in Aceh. After
29 years of conflict, the Peace agreement was signed in 2005 and a new regulation
Undang Undang No. 11/2006 was promulgated. The laws recognized local autonomy for
Aceh and provided for local elections of officials. Local institutions needed to be rebuilt
and their capacities enhanced. People needed to be empowered to tackle issues of
governance and to meet the double challenges of post-conflict and post-tsunami
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reconstruction. This is an ongoing process and the local elections held in December 2006
were only one of the milestones in the long journey ahead.
It was underlined that the ultimate aim of devolution of power moved beyond formal
representation in elected bodies and positions of authority in society. It involved
empowering the people to take and maintain control over issues relating to their welfare.
Meaningful devolution of power should empower people to set their own priorities, and
decide what mechanisms and actions will best meet their human security needs. Such
devolution reflects the best democratic practices whereby elected governments are truly
accountable for delivering services to the people while guaranteeing equality, justice,
respect for diversity and a broad participation of all citizens in public affairs.
The challenge, it was said, is to create another form of devolution of power guaranteeing
higher levels of autonomy in the political, cultural, educational, religious and linguistic
fields. This, according to participants, would, in fact, require more than devolution of
power in the sense of transformation of power itself so as to be fully consonant with the
notions of justice, human rights and gender equality. This, it was also stressed, would
lead towards a genuinely liberating form of democracy. Real devolution of power should
be understood as reclaiming power by the community rather than ‘receiving’ it from the
centre.
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5. Strategies to prevent, alleviate and resolve conflicts
The causes of conflict are attributed to the unequal distribution or lack of power and
resources among different groups of society. Thus, it is reasonable to pose the question,
what has then been done so far in terms of designing strategies for addressing the
structural causes of conflict and for preventing the emergence of new conflicts? What key
approaches have been used and which tools were missing when developing these types of
stabilizing strategies?
Devolution of power through decentralization or de-concentration is often regarded as a
mechanism which may help to mitigate the conflict. Many of the participants presented
their own views, based on their understanding and experience of what they deemed to be
important in the success of conflict resolution strategies.
The workshop discussions emphasized the need for dialogue as a tool to reach a greater
understanding of the causes of the conflict and to rebuild trust, enabling movement
forward along the path of conflict resolution to reach a positive peace.
Although the conflict in Mindanao has been violent, there is a long history of the
protagonists’ engagement in negotiations. Ceasefire agreements have been renewed after
every burst of violence. Involvement of a third party has also been valuable in bringing
together the conflicting parties to the negotiating table; and when negotiations have
reached a stalemate, third party intervention has been useful to break the deadlock.
Even before the tsunami in Aceh, the conflicting parties came together for negotiations at
different points in time. In May 2000, the Henry Durant Center facilitated an initiative
whereby the parties were encouraged to focus their attention on the immediate problems
of the people of Aceh, namely the problems faced by internally displaced persons and
victims of the armed conflict. It was hoped that such an initiative would help to build
trust. However, the initiative collapsed when the central government withdrew from it.
The parties were brought back to the negotiating table in 2002 and the Cessation of
Hostilities Agreement was signed. Both parties agreed on devolution of power, holding of
elections and an ‘all inclusive dialogue’ involving as many representatives of the
population as possible. The agreement collapsed when Aceh was brought under Martial
Law again in May 2003.
The devastation caused by the tsunami in December 2004 brought the parties together
again and the Helsinki Peace Accord was signed with the facilitation of the Crisis
Management Initiative. Under the peace agreement the parties agreed to focus on the
humanitarian problems caused by the tsunami. An Aceh Monitoring Mission was
established to monitor the implementation of the agreement. Under the agreement a Law
on Governing of Aceh was framed which provided for devolution of power, distribution
of wealth, democratization through local elections and the recognition of the cultural and
emotional symbols of Aceh. Civil society organizations played an active and significant
role in peace advocacy and in encouraging the people to participate in the framing of the
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law. More than 1000 meetings, public discussions, hearings, seminars and rallies were
held by civil society organizations. They played a critical role in strengthening trust
among parties and building the confidence of the population that peace might have a
chance and that peace could be used as an instrument to achieve their objectives.
As negotiations are not a zero sum equation they must be seen as attempts to find some
common space between two extreme positions. In West Papua a National Council of
Tribal Communities has been created. The Council will be deliberating on issues of basic
rights, security and other issues of importance to the people of West Papua. However, the
challenge is to ensure that the 14 member panel constituted to represent the 253 different
ethnic groups is able to give a voice to the interests of all the different groups. The
Council has been able to get over the first hurdle by adopting Bahasa Indonesia as the
language of communication among the 253 diverse groups.
Thailand faces a different situation as no group has identified itself and taken
responsibility for the insurgency. In this case, there is no group to hold a dialogue with.
Even in a context where there is no established dialogue partner, dialoguing among the
different stakeholders can help create a sense of trust and confidence among the people
that there are alternatives to violence for achieving their ends. This could contribute to
creating a positive atmosphere, which could eventually help in resolving the conflict.
Civil society organizations and the government had adopted such an approach in Aceh
and there had been many informal meetings that helped identify the needs and aspirations
of the people. ‘Human welfare and security’ became the common ground for the
stakeholders to start their discussions.
The road to peace is not easy and there are different challenges at different points of the
process. Today in Aceh a former GAM (Free Aceh Movement) combatant has been
elected to the post of Governor. The challenge before the central and local government is
to ensure that former GAM combatants are successfully reintegrated into the community,
that wealth is being distributed in a way that respects and promotes the rights of the
people of Aceh and that the newly elected government is able to perform in an effective
manner. It is also crucial to ensure that past human rights violations are dealt with and
that victims of the conflict get justice without endangering peace.

(T)he process in Aceh is only in the honeymoon stage…there are at least four years ahead of
challenges before we can think of this as a more stable political system. It all depends on how clean
and effective the government will be. There is a bureaucracy and people that have built their career in
that institution — then an outsider comes in as a leader — the people there might not be ready for
this. The inner circle of former GAM might want to repay the former leaders by giving them official
positions, but the question is— are such people capable of meeting the responsibilities of such
positions?
Afridel Darmi from the Legal Aid Institution (LBH) Aceh
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While the conflict prevention and conflict resolution approaches in South-East Asia
varied, they all included one form or another of power sharing to deal with local
grievances of injustice and inequality. Participants stressed the need for dialogue and
sincere approaches. These were thought to be the most powerful ways of reaching an
understanding about the different aspects of the conflict and to find ways of jointly
identifying and advancing the strategies towards a peaceful solution.
The participants also emphasized that peace processes should be initiated with the
genuine and sincere will of each of the parties involved in a conflict to create
opportunities for peace and stability. Motivation strategies may differ and it was
recognized that third party intervention might be necessary at some stage of the process.
However, each of the conflicting parties should also share responsibilities to create
windows of opportunity and open up for dialogue by trying to understand the needs,
demands and constraints of the opposite side. In such processes, civil society could play
an important part by acting as educator, communicator and bridge-builder between the
parties and the general public.
There is still a long way to go before unrest and tensions can be limited in these conflict
zones in South-East Asia. The difficult road to peace can be successfully traversed only
by inclusive policies whereby traditionally excluded communities increasingly take part
in the process and acquire a sense of ownership over the process. This can only be
accomplished if the governments take the responsibility of inviting these groups to the
negotiating table and respect their needs and aspirations.
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6. Concluding remarks: ways forward
Devolution of power as a measure to reach peace may evoke different understandings in
different contexts but it does call for deepening, broadening and expanding democracy. It
calls for revitalizing democracy to look beyond electing governments to sharing power at
different locations of the state. ‘Devolution of power’ is not a cliché where ‘one model
fits all’, but invites the setting up of systems that must be carefully tailored to the specific
historical backgrounds, the current needs and the future aspirations of the people to
whom it seeks to devolve power. In South-East Asia the conflicts share some common
characteristics in that the quest for self determination is a common element and stems
from people claiming their rights to participate in decision-making processes affecting
their social, economic and political lives. This includes their rights to practice their
religion freely and their cultural and educational rights.
These struggles for self-determination suggest that there is a need to build societies that
are able to celebrate and embrace diversity in a timely way, before communities start to
see themselves as victims of exclusion. Peace, human rights and development are nonnegotiable in any democratic system, and to be effective and legitimate, democratic
processes need to work towards eliminating the structural impediments to freedom and
human security or the ‘non freedoms’ that individuals and communities experience. Only
a system that liberates the constructive energies of communities will help in transforming
conflicts in society and in building durable states and sustainable peace.
Devolution of power has meaning only if it is accompanied by the empowerment of the
communities to whom power is devolved. Many people in conflict areas have lost
confidence in political processes. There is a need to both revitalize the political system
and to regain their confidence in it. There is a need to bring about structural changes in
units of governance at national, regional and local levels in ways that ensure that the
spirit behind devolution of power is respected and there is actual transfer of power to
local units of governance.
Justice is fundamental to a democratic system. In a conflict situation, priority has to be
given to access to justice at all levels. The justice process must be in accordance with the
rule of law and must treat everyone on the basis of principles of equality and nondiscrimination. Furthermore, the justice system should function in a manner that inspires
the confidence and trust of the people. This can be achieved by involving the people in
the justice process and opening up spaces for greater public participation. Such initiatives
would also help in strengthening local communities by bringing them into dispute
settlement processes. It will build social capital and work towards making the
communities stakeholders in sustaining peace in societies. Civil society organizations and
the media also have an important role in promoting tolerance and acceptance of cultural
diversity, fostering positive understanding between the government and the people, and
creating a space for dialogue.. A genuine two-way dialogue is essential. Often a group or
faction resorts to violence when it perceives that its voice is not being heard by the
government. As a workshop participant said, ‘It is also important that we urge
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government to conduct dialogues on national level as an instrument to resolve conflicts.’
Devolution of power should be negotiated so that it is adjusted to local needs. It is not for
the government to decree what kind of power the locals should have.
The need for public participation and local ownership of processes was reiterated by one
of the working groups at the workshop in their formulation of a roadmap for devolution,
as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•

understanding what people want;
all stakeholders setting the agenda treated as equal partners;
establishing multi-level dialogues and consultation on various aspects—for
example, on language, education, public service and legal system;
‘self decision’—choice or ratification by the public of the new governance
formulations;
willingness to transform structures of power so that local actors genuinely hold
more power than before and are able to give effective consideration to local
concerns and needs; and
monitoring and oversight of the process.

Recommended areas to be further discussed and researched for devolution of power
included:
•

the role of media in creating social awareness, including: promoting social
education; cultural diversity (as opposed to feelings of nationalism that are
indifferent to or suspicious of the ‘other’); creating awareness about the
roles and responsibilities of the institutions of governance and civil
society; and in ensuring that such institutions deliver and work towards
promoting human development;

•

a system of education that includes human rights education, promotes
values of pluralism, respect for the dignity of every human person, and
civic awareness;

•

multi-sectoral approaches to inclusive dialogues;

•

proactive measures to identify and reach out to all stakeholders;

•

bottom-up approaches, where people are active participants in all decisionmaking processes affecting their lives;

•

laws that clearly define the authority, roles and responsibilities of the
different levels of government, the separation of powers between them,
and the mechanisms of checks and balances;
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•

new structures for power sharing (decentralization, de-concentration and
devolution) to be reflected in the laws and regulations so that they can be
implemented;

•

real transformation of power, not simply a delegation of authority—this
implies structural changes that enable political participation of all people
in substance rather than simply in form and that allow control over fiscal
resources in addition to political power;

•

developing a realistic understanding about national contexts and their
external relations to understand where the levers for change may lie.

Third party interventions in conflict situations, because of their neutral character,
may help in negotiations on issues relating to the form and substance of
devolution of power.
There is a need for learning from different cultures and experiences of conflict
transformation. Though there are different conflict areas in the region, many countries
share some features. In many cases people in the different areas are isolated from each
other and the interaction of peace activists helps in the exchange of best practices and
learning from the experiences of others. To facilitate such inter-cultural learning, the
participants and speakers at the workshop formed an informal group with the objective of
networking on different issues, exchanging information and experiences and extending
solidarity. The participants felt that such learning and exchange across borders and
cultures would be an important way of contributing towards building a culture of peace in
the region.

Notes
1

Western New Guinea is the Indonesian western half of the island of New Guinea and consists of two
provinces, Papua and West Papua. This part of the island was previously known by various other names
(New Guinea —1895 to 1 December 1961; West Papua —1 December 1961 to 1 October 1962; West New
Guinea—1 October 1961 to 1 May 1963; West Irian—1 May 1963 to 1973; and Irian Jaya —1973 to 2000.
Despite these name changes, many human rights NGOs refer to this region as West Papua.
The independent sovereign state of Papua New Guinea (PNG) borders Papua Province to the East.
(Available at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_New_Guinea, accessed 22 May 2007).
In 2003, West Papua was created from the western portion of Papua province. The split was controversial
and opposed in Papua as a violation of Papua’s autonomy laws. An Indonesian court agreed but held that
because the new province had been created it should remain separate from Papua but the ruling prevented
the creation of another proposed province, Central Irian Jaya (accessed 22 May at
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Papua).
2
These petitions included the petition presented by the people of Sulu in June 1921, the Zamboanga
Declaration in February 1921, and the Dansalan Declaration, 18 March 1935
3
Based on the ongoing research projects on Multi-ethnic Democracy and Local Government for the
Southern Border Provinces of Thailand supported by the National Research Council, 2005–6, and a similar
project supported carried out by Mahidol University, 2005–7.
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Annex 1: Asian regional workshop programme 16–17 January 2007
Siam City Hotel, Bangkok, Thailand
Meeting room: Duang Kamol
Day 1: Tuesday, 16 January 2007
08:30–09:00

Registration
Coffee, tea and pastries available

09:00–09:15

Opening speech
Dr Prawase Wasi, Vice Chair, National Reconciliation
Commission, Thailand

09:15–09:30

Welcome and opening remarks:
International IDEA
Sakuntala Kadirgamar-Rajasingham,
Head of Asia Programme

09:30–09:45

King Prajadhipok’s Institute (KPI), Centre for Peace and
Governance
Dr Vanchai Vatanasapt, Director

09:45–10:00

Mahidol University, Research Centre for Peace
Building
Gothom Arya, Director

10:00–10:30

The Democracy, Conflict and Human Security Nexus—an Emerging
21st Century Challenge
Presenter: Judith Large, Senior Advisor of Democracy Building and
Conflict Management Programme, International IDEA

10:30–10:45

Defining the concepts—lessons learnt
Presenter: Henrik Fredborg Larsen, Policy Advisor, Democratic
Governance—Decentralization and Local Governance, UNDP Regional
Centre in Bangkok

10:45–11:00

Coffee Break

11:00–13:00

Session 1: Ethnic and religious dimensions of conflict and structural
strains
Moderator: Sakuntala Kadirgamar-Rajasingham, IDEA
Speakers:
• Gothom Arya—Mahidol University—The root causes of conflict
in the southern border provinces of Thailand and the ongoing
political debate
• Welly Esau Mandowen—Mediator of Presidium of Papua
Council and Facilitator of National Council of Tribal Leaders
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•

of West Papua—The ongoing conflict in West Papua: root
causes and the current status
Abhoud Syed M. Lingga—Institute of Bangsamoro Studies—The
ongoing conflict in Mindanao: root causes and the current
status

13:00–14:00

Lunch

14:00–15:45

Session 2: Strategies for preventing and resolving conflicts
Moderator: Judith Large
Speakers:
• Dr Vanchai Vatanasapt—KPI —Strategies to prevent a violent
outbreak: dialogue as a tool to reach consensus
• Afridel Darmi—LBH Banda Aceh—The steps toward peace in
Aceh

15:45–16:00

Coffee Break

16:00–18:00

Session 3: Devolution of power and decentralization as a measure to
reach ‘positive peace’ in a conflict prone society
Moderator: Henrik Fredborg Larsen, UNDP Regional Centre in
Bangkok, Policy Advisor
Speakers:
• Chantana Banpasirichote—Chulalongkorn University—
Democratic and local governance in Thailand
• Ischan Malik— Institute Titan Perdamaian—Devolution of
power in Maluku and Aceh
• Irene Santiago—Mindanao Commission on Women—
Devolution of power as a measure to reach stabilization and
peace in Mindanao

19:00

Dinner at Siam City Hotel. Room: Kamolporn

Day 2: Wednesday, 17 January 2007
09:00–09:30

Summary of Day 1
Dr Vanchai Vatanasapt

09:30–09:45

Coffee Break

09:45–12:00

Session 4: The division of responsibility between government, policy
makers and civil society: Setting the agenda devolution of power as
an effective conflict preventive measure
(3 breakout groups)
Moderators:
Group 1: Abhoud Syed M. Lingga
Group 2: Dr Vanchai Vatanasapt
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Group 3: Arifah Rahmawati
12:00–13:00

Lunch

13:00–15:00

Session 5: Summary of breakout sessions—recommendations—
blueprint
Moderator: Sakuntala Kadirgamar-Rajasingham
Group presentation

15:00–15:15

Coffee Break

15:15–16:30

Closing remarks and recommendations
• Irene Santiago—Mindanao Commission on Women
• Replacement—Bunnag
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