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Can Volunteer Mediators Serve as Civilian Peacekeepers?
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The tension in the room was palpable. As the young Mother spoke, she trembled as tears ran down her face…  
I looked at my co-mediator, and we encouraged her to continue. Months of emotions were being verbalised and released. This was raw and real.
Her neighbour offered her a tissue, and fifteen minutes later the two neighbours had shared phone numbers, agreed they would text each other if noise was too loud and left together, sharing a taxi.  My co-mediator and I smiled at each other, two volunteers fresh from a thirty-hour training course had created peace. If two volunteers could produce this outcome, what could a large amount of people, trained with similar skills, across the world also achieve? 

Using examples and reflections from my personal experience and supported by academic literature, this essay argues that volunteer mediators can play a role as civilian peacekeepers, fulfilling a role like the United Nations’ peacekeepers, but without weapons, instead, focusing on building peace through mediation and dialogue. 

The Crisis of International Peace Interventions:
The Global Peace Index 2025 warns that “global peacefulness continues to decline” and “many of the leading factors that precede major conflicts are higher than they have been since the end of WWII” (Institute for Economics & Peace, 2025, p. 2). Similar pessimism also exists academically with failures of peace interventions in Rwanda, Bosnia, Afghanistan, Somalia, resulting in scholars using terms including “requiem”, “dark mood”, ‘swansong’ and ‘moribund’ (Kustermans et al., 2021, p. 4). when considering the future of peace interventions.
A reason for this disillusionment can be attributed to the lack of appropriate usage of local approaches. Twenty-five years ago, Lederach’s Building Peace: Sustainable Reconciliation in Divided Societies (1997) encouraged “a need to empower local agency for peace” gaining consensus among scholars that building peace should be “locally resonant” (Jin Kim et al., 2024, p, 12). However, many foreign peacebuilders remain cautious and only pay “lip service to the idea that “local ownership is essential for successful interventions” (Autesserre, 2021, p. 78).  
This superficial commitment to local ownership also extends to the field of peace mediation (Seidel, 2025, p. 1707) which is dominated by a ‘crowded’ field of actors and ‘unwieldy bureaucracies’ (Kastner, 2021, cited in Cho & Landau, 2023, p. 324). Richmond has argued that mediation itself “has become inextricably linked to the normative, politico-economic frameworks of “liberal peace” (2011, cited in Seidel, 2025, p. 1696). Seidel’s recent study highlights the failure of Anglo-Eurocentric mediation models in Sudan and South Sudan (2025), which combined with “widespread disillusionment with the UN-led mediation process” in Yemen (Cho & Landau, 2023, p. 331), underscore the urgent need to rethink the fundamentals of mediation interventions. 
To help counter this dark mood, whilst addressing the recommendation to empower local actors and refresh the mediation field, this essay presents a new positive peace initiative: the deployment of volunteer mediators as civilian peacekeepers.

Theoretical Framework:
As Clayton and Dorussen assert “Mediation and peacekeeping are commonly used tools to manage conflict” (2021, p. 150); however, there are significant differences:
Peacekeeping involves military deployment to conflict areas to maintain a state of ‘negative peace’ (the absence of war) (Galtung, 1969).
Mediation falls within the category of ‘peacemaking’, an active act which aims to promote positive peace.  This is often defined as more than just ‘the absence of violence’ (physical, structural and cultural) but the presence of social justice, equity, and harmonious relationships (Galtung, 1969).  Mediation serves to support this through dialogue to improve interpersonal relationships. 

Autoethnographic Reflections:
My first mediation case took place over a decade ago. Over the following five years, I mediated various community, neighbourhood and family disputes, mostly with positive outcomes.  
These cases were part of charity-run Mediation Service, aimed at helping those “involved in or likely to become involved in dispute or inter-personal conflict” within the Borough of Ashford (a town located in the South East of England) (Charity Commission for England and Wales, n.d). Volunteers worked in pairs, acting as neutral third parties to encouraging dialogue, engender trust, and forge agreements among adversary parties (Gallagher & Ahamed, 2025, p. 27). 
Due to confidentiality, case notes were destroyed, so examples are based on my recollections. While vividness bias may be present, I recall that when individual meetings were followed by a joint mediation session the mediations were, overall, successful (an 80% success rate was claimed in the Annual Report). 
I believe a key reason for the process’s success is because mediation “aids the disputants in finding a solution that they are unable to locate themselves” (Touval & Zartman, 1989, p. 623). This principle aligns with the concept of ‘local ownership’, which often results in longer-lasting, more durable agreements due to the active involvement and input of all parties (Akintayo et al., 2024, p. 4).
In the next section, I explore ‘local ownership’ further, advocating for mediation services by locally trained people, rather than external actors. 

The Case for using Local Mediators:
Gallagher & Ahamed (2025, p. 26) argue that “Mediation has long been a function of power, exerted by empires, dictated by superpowers, and affected by geopolitical interests”. This remains evident in the European Union’s approach, where mediation is “part of its broader foreign policy toolbox” and “closely aligned to its foreign policy objectives” (Bergmann, 2021, p. 427). In some countries, this may raise concerns of a new form of ‘Post-Colonialism’ (Jabri, 2016, p. 155); which, ultimately may impact the success of any mediation due to the increased challenges for building impartiality and trust.  Local mediators may still be accused of bias; however, using locally based actors improves impartiality.
However, the benefits of using local mediators extend beyond being perceived as ‘non-interventionist’. As Lehti (2019) notes, “In an ideal model, the mediator understands the history and context of the conflict” and is more likely to recognise any outside parties trying to disrupt or influence the process (De Coning et al., 2022, p. 22). This understanding can help to allay fears and increase trust, “making it more likely that agreements will be honoured and conflicts will not escalate “(Hirsch, 2021, cited in Akintayo et al., 2024, p. 2).
Yet, it is not only in the Western, democratic, setting of the South-East of England where the use of local mediation services has proven effective. In Uganda, a community program known as the “Elder’s Mediation Model” has successfully resolved land and family matters (Akintayo et al., 2024, p. 6); while in Colombia, an initiative known as the ‘Mediación Communitaria’ has led to “significant reductions in violent confrontations (Ceballos et al., 2019, cited in Akintayo et al., 2024, p. 6).  These examples demonstrate the flexibility of community mediation in diverse cultures and environments, which due to respecting and incorporating local customs have yielded “higher acceptance and engagement from community members” (Akintayo et al., 2024, p. 6).
A potential challenge to this initiative may come from the professionalised “mediation industry” (Thomas, 2016, cited in Seidel, 2025, p. 1696).  Any criticism of this initiative from this sector may be due to the perceived threat to their own existence (Cho & Landau, 2023, pp. 324- 327). For this reason, I propose deploying volunteers, whose independence and impartiality is not influenced by the need for continual conflict to sustain their livelihoods. 
Addressing the tension between technical, professional mediation skills and the context-specific, knowledge of local mediators is an area requiring consideration (Walton, 2014, cited in Cho & Landau, 2023, p. 327). One option to overcome this challenge is through teaching the core principles of the mediation process; then, permitting flexibility for adaptation by local mediators based on their cultural environments. An example of this is Sulha, an Arabic form of community mediation, which incorporates cultural differences such as the ‘hudna’ (truce period) and drinking coffee together to signal a resolution (Zoughbi, 2013, p. 9)
Overall, examples from the United Kingdom, Uganda and Colombia demonstrate that locally trained mediators can not only be effective but offer distinct advantages. This is due to their potential to quickly build trust with the parties in dispute and their context-specific local knowledge. In the next section, I will explore how these volunteer mediators could serve as viable alternatives to traditional peacekeepers

The Case for Civilian Peacekeeping: Replacing Soldiers with Mediators
It was a glorious Summer’s Day, perfect for the Community event held in the local park. The Council had invited us to promote the Mediation Service and throughout the day we welcomed residents to discuss any neighbourhood conflict they had been experiencing. We spoke privately with three sets of neighbours from a local block of flats, using mediation skills of empathic listening, reframing and considering options to assist how they could better understand and communicate with each other.  The Council later reported a cessation of complaints, suggesting a new level of resident harmony. 
This small-scale success illustrates how volunteer mediators can function as civilian peacekeepers, fostering everyday peace without the need for military presence. It also associates with the concept of a communal “social space” of reconciliation, envisaged by Lederach, where residents can take steps towards a place of “truth, mercy, justice and peace” (1997, p.29). 
A notable advantage of replacing military peacekeepers with volunteer mediators is the potential for significant financial savings. As Mullenbach notes, Peacekeeping, represents “one of the most expensive means of managing a conflict” (2005, cited in Greig & Rost, 2013, p. 196). For example, the budget for the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus for 2025-26 is $57.6 million (United Nations, 2024) and there are also reputational, material and human costs too (Greig & Regan, 2008, cited in Greig & Rost, 2013, p. 196).  Incidents such as the Black Hawk Down Incident in Mogadishu (1993) also impacted on views about peacekeepers safety; so much so, that “third parties shy away from sending peacekeepers, but not mediators into civil wars” (Greig & Rost, 2013, p. 214). While this initiative cannot guarantee the safety of volunteer mediators, it is reasonable to hope they would be granted similar immunity to other unarmed humanitarian organisations such as the Red Cross and Médecins Sans Frontières.
Greig and Diehl’s empirical study on peacekeeping and peacemaking also offers an enlightening result: the presence of peacekeeping forces reduces the likelihood of mediation taking place (2005, p. 637). It had been commonly thought that peacekeeping creates “a climate in which peacemaking may be successfully applied” (Fisher, 1993, p. 252); however, Greig & Diehl’s study contradicted this with evidence that peacekeeping undermines mediation attempts (2005, cited in Clayton & Dorussen, 2021, p. 151). Whilst their 2005 study, would now benefit from up-to-date data, their findings are supported by Clayton and Dorussen (2021) who find “no evidence that peacekeeping on its own mattered for ending hostilities” (p. 152). Thus, in turn, “mediation rather than peacekeeping is key to halting hostilities” (Clayton & Dorussen, 2021, p. 152). This provides empirical weight to the argument for replacing peacekeeping forces with volunteer mediators.
[bookmark: _Hlk213181696]Understandably, the removal of peacekeepers may raise concerns about the security and potential risks to the volunteer mediators who would take their place. The argument that fragile ceasefires, and deeply rooted mistrust - such as in Angola and Mozambique (Greig & Rost, p. 200) requires military personnel to maintain peace is valid. However, this argument is rooted in a Cold War era paradigm. Dag Hammarskjöld, the second Secretary-General of the United Nations famously stated: “Peacekeeping is not a job for soldiers, but is a job that only soldiers can do” (Bell, 2020, p. 20).  Yet, his assertion can be critically challenged, perhaps trying to preserve the relevance of peacekeeping and his personal legacy as its “originator” (Bell, 2020, p. 20).
This section has outlined both financial and empirical reasoning to support the replacement of peacekeepers with volunteer mediators. However, recognising concerns and the view that peacekeeping and mediation can be “complimentary” (Clayton & Dorussen, 2021, p. 150) a pragmatic approach would suggest an initial period of overlap. I therefore propose a gradual implementation of volunteer mediators alongside a proportional reduction in military peacekeeping forces. Over time, as the culture of civilian peacekeeping matures, a seamless transition could occur. This gradual approach would also allow the steady reduction of peacekeeping budgets as the need for military involvement diminishes. 
The next section will explore the key principles of this transition.

Implementation Strategy:
Implementing an initiative of this scale require significant resources, applying consideration of local, cultural sensitivities when considering communication, stakeholder involvement, training and timescales.   Due to these intricacies, a detailed framework remains out of scope within this essay; however, general principles apply: Inclusive local participation in the consultation and implementation stages, multi-stakeholder engagement and the appropriate involvement of multilateral organisations. 
As previously established, the deployment of local, volunteer mediators is central to this initiative and consultation is important to encourage local ownership, legitimacy and accountability (Kilmurray, 2023, cited in Saaida, 2023, p. 66).  This can be achieved by engaging community leaders, elders, and local organisations who can lend credibility, navigate cultural sensitivities and encourage participation (Hirsh, 2021, cited in Akintayo et al., 2024, p. 3). Intentional inclusion of women, youth, vulnerable and marginalised communities is also vital, because often they are most affected if conflict breaks out (Akintayo et al., 2024, p. 5). 
Akintayo et al. (2024) further emphasise the importance of a multi-stakeholder approach as “crucial” (p. 10). Within this, the involvement of governments, local authorities, international organisations and NGOs working together is encouraged. However, a limitation of this study, is the lack of consideration made for the impact of colonial legacies. To address this, a ‘Hybrid approach’, interlinking top-down interventions and bottom-up local practices (Mac Ginty, 2011, p. 12) is recommended.  Schirch (2005) encapsulates this view, arguing that local people should ‘create the road maps to their future’ supported by international actors that ‘help connect people and sustain an architecture of relationships to support peace’ (cited in Jin Kim et al., 2024, p. 12).  
Crucially, this initiative must be implemented during peacetime as a preventative measure, before any shots have been fired.  Lessons learnt from community mediation show that early intervention is more effective, because entrenched feelings and prejudices become harder to resolve over time. This is also supported empirically by Greig and Rost (2013) who found that the effectiveness of mediation declined as conflict duration increases (p. 200).  
With increased quantitative data available through organisations such as the Institute for Economics and Peace, and economists like Dominic Rohner’s exploring the ‘opportunity costs’ of conflict (2024, p. 177), as well as Artificial Intelligence, countries now have greater opportunity to anticipate future wars and invest in preventative initiatives. Even, if never deployed in a war context, training local people in conflict resolution supports the sustainable peace infrastructure envisioned by Lederach (2012, p. 12) and encourages a culture of peace.

Conclusion:
Drawing on autoethnographic reflections, academic theory and global case studies, this essay has argued for a transformative shift in how peacekeeping and mediation are conceptualised and implemented. The proposed initiative, deploying trained volunteer mediators as civilian peacekeepers, offers an alternative to traditional military interventions, addressing both the limitations and costs associated with armed peacekeeping.
As evidenced in areas as diverse as the United Kingdom, Uganda and Colombia, locally trained mediators, have proven their abilities to build trust, gain legitimacy and effectively resolve conflict; with their work aligning with Gill & Thomson’s concept of transforming social identifications through ‘deep dialogue’ (2017, p. 86). This contrasts with military peacekeeping, which often manages conflict without resolving its root causes.
Additionally, this initiative has scalability, with transferable principles that can be adapted to local contexts around the world.
[bookmark: _Hlk213383809]From a more idealistic perspective, this initiative could also contribute to visions for global disarmament, such as the idea proposed by van Aken: “If all the countries in the world reduced their military spending by the same percentage at the same time, the relative security for each individual country would remain exactly the same” (2025, p. 214).  Building on this suggestion, what could occur if all countries in the world increased their spending in peace initiatives at the same time? The prospect of a global peace culture could quickly become a reality.
As Lederach affirms, “The greatest resource for sustaining peace in the long-term is always rooted in the local people and their culture” (1997, cited in Chandler, 2017, p. 206). Training local people in mediation to gradually replace military peacekeepers encourages peace through peaceful means, offering a practical and cost-effective method for communities to create their own cultures of peace. This gradual investment has great benefits; and if implemented with patience, promises worthy rewards. 
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