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could be a set of principles for international conservation NGOs operating in the region, who 
work with the same local and national conservation actors, confront similar challenges, and 
pursue similar objectives. It could cover issues such as communication with each other and 
partners, contingency planning, project identification and selection criteria, as well as developing 
PCIA indicators for monitoring and evaluating conflict-sensitive conservation in the region. 
The process for developing these principles could provide an additional forum for improved 
coordination among conservation organizations.  

 
Other entry points for conflict sensitivity in IGCP’s work could include ranger-based monitoring 
policies, staff rules, and fundraising strategies.  
 

6.0 Lessons Learned on Conducting PCIA Process 

 
Photo courtesy of IGCP. 

 
In addition to better understanding the links between IGCP’s work and the peace and conflict 
dynamics in the Virunga-Bwindi region, study yielded a number of important lessons about the 
PCIA and conflict sensitivity process. These lessons can be brought to bear in future assessments, 
streamlining the process and leading to useful recommendations.  
 
a) Find an institutional PCIA champion: Due to the sensitive nature of some of the issues 

discussed during consultations, and the potential for drawing attention to internal organizational 
problems or weaknesses, the PCIA process needs a champion—i.e., somebody who buys-in to 
the principles of conflict sensitivity and is willing to promote them within (and outside) the 
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organization. The person(s) must be frank about the challenges and opportunities of working in 
a conflict zone, and not threatened by the process and results of a PCIA. Indeed, they would 
recognize PCIA as an opportunity to understand the impact of their organization’s work 
through a different analytical lens. Ideally, this champion would be somebody in senior 
management who could mobilize support at other levels within the organization and ensure 
results will be reviewed and recommendations implemented.  

 
b) Importance of language: An obvious point, but important nonetheless—making sure that the 

people consulted during the PCIA process are able to communicate in a language in which they 
feel comfortable expressing themselves. This is especially important because of the relative 
sensitivity of the issues discussed—personal interests, feelings, impressions, opinions, etc. For 
this study, English was sufficient for consulting most IGCP staff in Uganda, Kenya and Kigali, 
but French was the preferred language in Ruhengeri and most of DRC. Thus, having a research 
team with at least one French speaker was necessary. When project team members consulted 
with local communities, local languages such as Swahili and Kinyarwandan were used, meaning 
the research team had to rely on translation services from project partners. Ideally, the research 
team would have included members who spoke local languages. 

 
c) Define and explain your terms: As expected, the word ‘conflict’ is laden with different social 

and political understandings. Any process that seeks to understand peoples’ impressions of it 
must be accompanied by a clear explanation of what is meant by ‘conflict’. For example, some 
stakeholders understood ‘conflict’ to be related only to violence and open war. Others associated 
it only with traditional park-people tensions, while others felt that problems among or within 
levels of government and agencies represented conflict. All of these were relevant to this study, 
which in some cases created confusion. Thus, workshops and consultations required an 
explanation of the definition of conflict, which types of conflict were relevant to the study, and 
some basic characteristics that tied all of these conflicts together. The same clarity was needed in 
discussing ‘peace’ and/or ‘peacebuilding,’ as many felt it was a condition or process 
characterized by the absence of war brokered at the state level. Others recognized that peace or 
peacebuilding was also about informal, local-level mechanisms that built relationships and trust. 
Again, both interpretations were relevant to this study, which needed to be explained.  

 
d) Beware of other similar initiatives: Conservation organizations in many parts of Africa—

particularly in the Great Lakes regions—are being inundated with external experts and money 
for conflict-related work. Research and training in issues such as ‘conflict management’, ‘conflict 
resolution’, ‘conflict mapping’, ‘conflict analysis’ and ‘conflict sensitivity’ are certainly needed in 
the Virunga-Bwindi region, but coordination is essential. At the very least, researchers and 
consultants must be aware of other consultants and organizations that are working in their 
research area so they can minimize the risk of local research and training fatigue. Moreover, 
there is also the risk of sending contradictory messages and approaches to local partners, which 
can only confuse and ultimately undermine project results. The risk of creating conflicts through 
lack of coordination cannot be underestimated! Researchers, consultants and local partner 
organizations must therefore work together to make sure information is shared and synergies 
explored.  
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e) Maximize opportunities for informal consultations: The PCIA process is ideally a 
combination of formal and informal interactions. Workshops can be important for bringing 
people together to achieve a joint understanding of PCIA-related concepts, and exchange ideas, 
build relationships. Workshops can also be used as opportunities for training, which can leave 
participants feeling that they have gained (and not only given) something to the process. Semi-
structured consultations in communities can do the same. Moreover, the ‘formal’ nature of 
workshops and consultations can lend legitimacy to the process, sending the signal that certain 
institutions take the issues discussed quite seriously. 

 
Nonetheless, workshops and consultations are not sufficient for a robust PCIA process. 
Research Team members took advantage of opportunities to have informal conversations 
outside of offices and capitals, where people felt more comfortable discussing sensitive issues. It 
was this anecdotal information that generally completed or clarified the ideas discussed in 
workshops, and helped Research Team members to better understand the complex links among 
conservation, peace and conflict.  

 
f) Allow for steady, ongoing contact with PCIA partners: Because the PCIA process was led 

by consultants and an organization based outside of the region, direct interactions with 
stakeholders in the region were irregular. Fortunately, the project budget allowed for regular field 
visits and Research Team members took advantage of additional opportunities to interact with 
project stakeholders during other, non-IGCP related trips to the region. However, even with this 
relatively frequent interaction, these visits did not make up for the benefits of having a Research 
Team based in the region.  
 
There were a number of challenges and risks that resulted from not having this sustained 
presence in the region. Sporadic visits by external actors, no matter how frequent, may have sent 
the message that PCIA is an externally-driven, top-down process. Members of the field staff are 
already over-burdened, and PCIA research visits may have been construed as an additional 
burden. Finally, personnel changes in field staff weakened the continuity in the field research and 
increased the chances for miscommunication—a bigger risk in the absence of an institutional 
PCIA champion. Thus, in a case where the PCIA Research Team is based outside of the region 
and local institutional support for the PCIA process is lacking, efforts should be made to engage 
a locally-based consultant to act as a focal point for the project, somebody who can maintain 
regular contact with project staff and build this institutional support, monitor the dynamic peace 
and conflict context, and continue gathering relevant information.  

 
g) Be aware of the working approach / culture of the organization: In order to better ensure 

institutional participation in the PCIA process and uptake of PCIA results, researchers must be 
aware of the organization’s culture and modus operandi. This means understanding its management 
structure (hierarchical, or horizontal?), its project development and management processes 
(preferred funders? Emphasis on indicators?), the type of work it focuses on (management 
plans? Biological monitoring? Community-based conservation?), and its staff development 
policies (training opportunities?) Understanding these issues will also help to clarify the 
expectations around a PCIA process—does the organization hope that the PCIA process will 
demonstrate due diligence to their funders, or do they want to re-think programming priorities? 
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Knowing this will enable people to tailor the PCIA process and make it most useful to the 
organization in question.  

 
h) Be sensitive to the political realities that may challenge or limit the PCIA process: Finally, 

people undertaking PCIA processes must accept that PCIA processes can be difficult, 
frustrating, and politicized. Conflict zones are dynamic and volatile, so researchers must be 
aware of changes in the context at all times so that their analysis is better embedded. They also 
need to be aware of the different forums or circumstances in which people feel comfortable 
talking about conflict or peace, and ensure that stakeholders do not feel they are putting 
themselves in a compromising position by participating in the PCIA process. For example, do 
members of the project staff feel insecure discussing issues that potentially criticize their 
organization? Finally, some participants in a PCIA process may see it as an opportunity to air 
grievances, advance personal agendas. While this may be in and of itself illustrative of the peace 
and conflict impacts of an organization’s work, PCIA researchers should be aware of these 
underlying interests and consider them within the broader context of the study.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


