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Intercultural Mediation – More than Conflict Mediation

Challenge paper prepared by Marion Fischer and Andreas Wiesand
1. Towards a definition of Intercultural Mediation

In times of real or perceived social and/or cultural tensions where often immigrants and other minorities are involved, public interest in intercultural mediation (ICM) has been growing – be it in informal and formal education, in social work, in international affairs or in the research field. As a consequence, training programmes, special networks and university studies were installed, frequently following the theories of known specialists such as e.g. John Paul Lederach (1995)
 or Johan Galtung (2000).
  In his "conflict theory", the latter points to conflict "both as Destroyer or Creator, as potentially dangerous… because of violence and as a golden opportunity to create something new". 

Generally speaking, ICM is being considered or installed, whenever relationships between groups and individuals with different cultural backgrounds have been cut, are misbalanced or become tense / hostile, which, in its turn, strongly affects the basic life of specific groups in the population or threatens security. In that case, mediators with intercultural experience can facilitate non-violent and culture sensitive resolution practices. Designed mainly to address the needs of individuals or smaller groups or to de-escalate business conflicts, the following definition of ICM shows a strong affinity to some approaches towards intercultural dialogue:

"Intercultural mediation is a special, usually voluntary, discussion and consensual decision-making process in which one or more impartial persons - the mediator(s) - assist people, organizations, and communities in conflict to work toward a variety of goals. Parties in the mediation process are encouraged to:

· improve communication processes, understanding culture specific interaction rules, values, conflict resolution strategies and symbols; 

· improve relationships and empathy;

· use mediation rules to minimize, avoid or enhance involvement in the legal/judicial system; 

· work toward mutual understanding to resolve a problem or dispute in order to finally

· reach their own decisions, resolve underlying conflicts, and prevent problems from recurring."

Bernd Mueller-Jaquier (2002)

Until recently, however, most of ICM activities took place in world regions outside of the EU territory that suffered from wars and violent conflicts. Here, intergovernmental organisations and EU member states assumed an important responsibility by providing help and assistance in fostering conflict transformation by peaceful means, be it as part of their foreign policies or of their development cooperation activities (e.g. in South Africa, Rwanda, Palestine, Sri Lanka, South East Europe). In addition to a provision of personal mediation services, training programmes to teach ICM techniques to future mediators on the ground have been installed with the help of experienced mediators. 

As will be shown in this article, ICM is by no means restricted to international "fire brigade missions" and has an important strategic potential for the conduct of intercultural dialogue activities.
2. ICM in post-war multiethnic societies: South East Europe
Due to the Yugoslav wars (1991 – 1999) and their aftermath, which can be considered as one of the deepest political and humanitarian crises Europe has experienced during the last 60 years, but also because of unresolved frictions between traditional minorities and majorities in that multi-ethnic region, attention for realistic methods of conflict resolution has been particularly high in South-East Europe. As pointed out by specialists Sanjin Dragojević (Croatia) and Milena Dragićević Šešić (Serbia) in their forthcoming publication "Intercultural Mediation", ICM was a basic element of many activities in that region, since also the new states knew more or less segregated societies, which hindered a fruitful development.

Mediation efforts took place on different levels and at different stages prior, during and after the conflicts
 – the latter partly in the form of "separation mediation", similar to techniques applied in individual cases of divorce.  This included diplomatic efforts between state officials and government representatives leading e.g. to the Dayton Treaty that put an end to the war in BiH and Croatia in 1995, but also assistance to the development of new administrative and constitutional provisions for the resolution of hostilities between ethnic Albanians and the majority population in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. 

But how to give life to such agreements? The new states had to re-define values, rules, symbols and a common heritage, work out functioning structures and mechanisms in all sectors of society, and try to secure basic rights to all citizens regardless of their ethnical background. However, crucial for a success of such strategies is also a population that regains trust in a common future and works together in a climate of mutual tolerance and better understanding. Dialogue and interaction is a first step to break down barriers and to re-open minds. 

Since wounds are still open and traumas virulent, mediation efforts involving non-governmental initiatives at civil society level (or multitrack combinations that include public authorities at different levels) are an important strategic and pragmatic element, in this context. To that effect, different programmes and initiatives were launched, often with the help of Western European partners (see examples in the box). 

( Examples of Intercultural Mediation Efforts in South-East Europe

· Nansen Dialogue Network  ( http://www.nansen-dialogue.net/content/view/13/4/
The Network, mainly funded by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, consists of nine Nansen Dialogue Centres (NDCs) in the Western Balkans, organised as local NGOs, and the Nansen Academy in Norway. The main objective of the network is to contribute to reconciliation and peacebuilding through interethnic dialogue between strategic individuals and groups that have strong influence or decision making power in deeply divided communities. 

· Swiss Cultural Programme ( http://www.pro-helvetia.ch/index.cfm?rub=1240&id=4340
Funded by the Swiss Development Agency DEZA and implemented by Pro Helvetia, a long-term support programme in seven South-East European countries has been installed – 15 self developed, diverse 4-year projects, focussing on the arts and fostering inter-group, inter-ethnic and inter-cultural understanding. See independent report Culture at the heart of transformation http://www.pro-helvetia.ch/index.cfm?rub=927&id=4376 
· Forum Civil Peace Service (Forum ZFD) ( (http://www.forumzfd.de/391.html) 
In close cooperation with the German Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development, Forum ZFD runs a state funded programme for the qualification of "Civil Peace Servants". The projects of this association – being a member of the German Working Group on Development and Peace
 – focuses on the Western Balkans and Israel/Palestine where they carry out peace building and training programmes in close cooperation with regional actors of the civil society, including mediation and intercultural learning. Similar activities are now also implemented in Germany.
· Association of Mediators in Bosnia and Herzegovina  ( http://www.umbih.co.ba/  
Established in March 2002, its aim is to create conditions for the introduction of mediation as an alternative method for dispute resolution in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The website reveals the impact and large use of mediation services within the country.
· Intercultural Mediation in the Balkans  (  http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-URL_ID=14106&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
In co-operation with the UNESCO Sarajevo Office, the UNESCO Division of Cultural Policies is carrying out a project for intercultural mediation in the Balkans. This extra budgetary project, financed by Italy, aspires to create the conditions needed for a better acknowledgment of the plurality of cultural traditions and for a more peaceful cohabitation amongst communities in a zone that has suffered from interethnic conflicts. The project aims to contribute to the establishment of a framework that is favourable to the peaceful resolution of conflicts through formal and informal education. Current activities include
- the distribution of literary works contributing to intercultural awareness; 
- using the media to promote pluralism; 
- the preparation of a UNESCO chair for intercultural and inter-ethnic studies; 
- intercultural mediation training;
- explanations at symbolic or historic urban sites, emphasizing the contribution of all communities
  to national culture and history.

3. ICM as a general bridge-building strategy

In today's Europe, nearly all countries face relative important immigration flows they have to acknowledge and deal with. In this context, intercultural mediation techniques can be seen as a promising way of coping with unintended side effects of societies in cultural transition.

ICM can contribute to paving the way for individuals or groups (organised interest groups, ethnic or religious communities, members of political bodies) with different cultural backgrounds to enter into dialogue, if they accept conciliation and compromise and show a willingness to take each other’s justified concerns and deep needs into account.

Settings to consider can range from individuals and groups that 
a) live in a situation of more or less violent conflict; 
b) feel disturbed or threatened by people from "other" groups; 
c) experience a dissent in view of a common goal; 
d) lack necessary means / conditions in order to find a satisfactory solutions for a problem or 
e) are not prepared to get in touch with each other, despite a concrete need to do so.

As long as different communities or individuals have no matters of common concern, they often seem to be less inclined to care about the "others" or to take them into account. Things change when interaction is unavoidable, e.g. when they share a common space or aim at obtaining the same good/s. Indeed, multicultural societies bear manifold potentials for conflict. For example, hostility against minorities or racist incidents frequently originate at pubs or local funfairs, where public feelings may suddenly run high (or are incited by troublemakers). As well, tensions and conflicts are often found in schools or at sports events. In cases like that, legal frameworks or police measures set up in order to guarantee the peaceful functioning of a society may not always function and, even more important, are not overcoming deeper-rooted barriers and stereotypes, at a later stage. Especially in situations where social change is under way and/or the tensions are interpersonal, but beyond the point where formal punishment needs to be executed, mediation mechanisms may come into play. Such post-conflict mediation is perceived as "intercultural" as soon as "cultural" aspects or "visible" differences play a significant role, e.g. if there is no common mother tongue. 

Low-scale conflicts in local contexts speak for non-formal solutions that can avoid legal prosecution. For example, mediation is increasingly used for solving (intercultural) confrontations and incidents in schools – often even with the participation of co-students acting as mediators! – at work places, in neighbourhood conflicts or for a settlement of problems in bicultural partnerships / families. 

If it comes to criminal acts, restorative justice, or more precisely Victim-Offender Mediation ("Täter-Opfer-Ausgleich") can be a means to find – in the course of a mediated dialogue process – solutions through agreement which ideally lead to an acknowledgement of the fault, a better understanding and a commitment for change.  

Intercultural mediation can also become an important instrument able to contribute effectively to the inclusion of immigrant communities. In line with an institutional framework for social pluralism and the anchoring of a firm basis for equal rights and non-discrimination, ICM can ease mutual understanding and tolerance, when it is offered as a prevention of conflict instead of serving as an ambulance. This type of mediation, particularly as concerns relations between public institutions and immigrants, still needs further research, together with a development of effective methods and a trans-national exchange of successful practices. With Alexander Bischoff (University of Basle/Switzerland) one could, however, distinguish between practices serving

· an adaptation or assimilation of immigrants mainly via one-directional information, which might be seen "almost as a defence against pluralism and as a form of self-protection" of public institutions; or 

· genuine integration and empowerment strategies, where "intercultural mediation offers clients real options. The narrower the power gap between institution and client, the more likely the institution is to introduce conflict mediation, cultural mediation and interpreters, and to aim to 'empower' the immigrant."

An interesting and promising approach into this latter direction is taken by Portugal, which tries to turn its experience as a former colonial power into a special "expertise" for the dialogue with or between different cultures).
 Two other national examples involving also NGOs are found in the box on the next page. 

These and similar examples demonstrate that professional ICM activities could be considered as an important element in bridge-building efforts, which form part of a general strategy towards Intercultural Dialogue in Europe.
( Mediation between Immigrants and Public Service Institutions

· Liaison Committee of Foreigners’ Associations (Comité de Liaison des Associations d’Etrangers – CLAE)  ( http://www.clae.lu
Association platform in Luxembourg fighting for equal rights of all residents, recognition and valorisation of immigrant cultures, an open-minded policy showing solidarity. Through agreement with the Ministries of Family and Culture, CLAE carries out important work on the ground by intercultural events, information services, support to community work, social and cultural mediation. In addition, services of cultural mediation in schools aare also maintained by the Ministry of National Education and Professional Training (Ministère de l’Education nationale et de la Formation Professionelle)  ( http://www.men.public.lu
· Network of Intercultural Mediation Nuremberg (Netzwerk Interkulturelle Mediation Nürnberg) ( http://www.auslaenderbeirat.nuernberg.de/info.htm
Offers mediation services in cases of conflict – mainly between individuals – when cultural criteria are involved. The network consists of charitable organisations, municipal administration offices, voluntary associations and NGOs.  Such services are also provided by some other German cities.
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