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Abstract:
The year 2021 marks the tenth anniversary of Ministerial Council Decision No. 3/11 on Ele-
ments of the Conflict Cycle. Since this key decision was adopted, the Conflict Prevention Cen-
tre has been working to strengthen the OSCE’s ability to prevent conflicts from escalating into
violence, to facilitate peaceful conflict resolution, and to support the building of sustainable
peace and security. The OSCE has at its disposal a comprehensive set of conflict cycle tools that
can be applied across the OSCE area. While their implementation can always be enhanced by
learning lessons from the past and anticipating future challenges, what is urgently required are
sufficient OSCE resources and the political will of participating States to make proactive use of
relevant instruments.
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Introduction 

Three decades ago, the 1990 Charter
of Paris for a New Europe established
the Conflict Prevention Centre (CPC),1
which later became part of the OSCE Sec-
retariat. Since then, the CPC’s key role
has been to support OSCE participating
States in preventing violent conflicts, in
resolving them peacefully when they oc-
cur, and in building sustainable peace
and security. Another vital element of
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the OSCE’s present toolbox was added
in 1992 with the final document of
the Helsinki Summit, The Challenges of
Change,2 in which participating States
agreed to enhance their joint engagement
in conflict prevention and resolution,
including through the establishment of
the High Commissioner on National Mi-
norities (HCNM). The HCNM is mandat-
ed to inform participating States when
ethnic tensions threaten to escalate into
conflict and thus continues to perform
one of the OSCE's most important early
warning functions.

In 2011, a further milestone was
reached with the adoption of Ministeri-
al Council (MC) Decision No. 3/11 on
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Elements of the Conflict Cycle,3 which
aimed to systematically enhance OSCE
capacities for conflict prevention and
resolution, crisis management, post-con-
flict rehabilitation, and peacebuilding.
Against this backdrop, this OSCE In-
sights paper examines, from a CPC per-
spective, how the OSCE’s conflict cycle
toolbox has evolved over the past decade
and how it can be further strengthened in
the future.

Conceptual foundations

The conflict cycle toolbox is based on the
OSCE’s comprehensive approach to secu-
rity and thus recognizes that root causes
of conflict and instability exist in all three
dimensions of security. Among many
others, these include military threats be-
tween states, socio-economic tensions,
environmental degradation, and deficien-

cies in the rule of law. The multi-dimen-
sional causality of conflict also forms
the basis of the OSCE’s early warning
methodology.4 Another important con-
ceptual foundation of the conflict cycle
toolbox is a “tiered approach” to preven-
tion: primary prevention refers to pre-
venting violent conflict by successfully
applying early warning and early action
instruments and by implementing long-
term measures that address root causes
of conflict. Secondary prevention takes
place when a conflict escalates into vio-
lence. It involves crisis management ac-
tions to stop the violence from spread-
ing both in intensity and geographically.
Tertiary prevention, which is usually re-
ferred to as post-conflict rehabilitation
and peacebuilding, aims to hinder the
re-emergence of tensions and the recur-
rence of violent conflict. Efforts to facil-
itate peaceful conflict resolution should
be applied in all three prevention phases.

Figure 1: The CPC’s internal conceptual framework for addressing the conflict cycle
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5 Cf. in this context Sebastian von Einsiedel/Louise Bosetti/James Cockayne/Cale Salih/Wilfred Wan, Civil war 
trends and the changing nature of armed conflict, United Nations University Centre for Policy Research, March 
2017, at: https://collections.unu.edu/eserv/UNU:6156/Civil_war_trends_UPDATED.pdf. 
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OSCE participating States are faced with
a multifaceted web of diverse and over-
lapping security challenges and complex
conflicts, many of which are neither ex-
clusively intra-state nor inter-state in na-
ture.5 Accordingly, the OSCE monitors
a wide range of conflict settings and an
increasing number of transnational and
regional security threats, both inside the
OSCE area and in neighbouring regions.

The OSCE’s comprehensive approach
to security and the “tiered approach” to
prevention allow for sufficient flexibility
in addressing a wide range of conflict set-
tings. This flexibility is critical in a highly
dynamic security environment, not least
because many conflicts do not evolve in
a linear fashion but vacillate between
times of latent and acute crisis. Moreover,
because multiple conflicts with varying
levels of violence can exist in the same
country or region, various OSCE actors
may simultaneously be engaged in con-
flict prevention, crisis management, and
post-conflict rehabilitation. As a result,
specific attention must be paid to coor-
dination and cooperation within and be-
tween OSCE executive structures to en-
sure mutually reinforcing approaches.

The OSCE’s comprehensive approach
to security and the “tiered approach” to
prevention also necessitate a holistic con-
ception of peacebuilding, comparable to
that on which the United Nation’s Sus-
taining Peace Agenda is founded. Accord-
ingly, peacebuilding instruments that fa-
cilitate non-violent conflict resolution
and address root causes of conflict should
be applied throughout the conflict cycle
rather than in post-conflict environments
alone.

Picking up the signals: Early warning
and situational awareness

Effective early warning is fundamental to
the OSCE’s conflict cycle toolbox, provid-
ing policymakers with analytical assess-
ments of risks and conflict dynamics. Ear-
ly warning analysis helps to identify entry
points for short-term operational preven-
tion aimed at averting violent escalation.
It also provides options for long-term
structural prevention and peacebuilding
related to areas such as democratic gov-
ernance, economic and environmental af-
fairs, the security sector, and the protec-
tion of human rights and fundamental
freedoms – all of which are addressed by
various OSCE executive structures within
their respective mandates.

In line with MC Decision No. 3/11,
the CPC acts as an OSCE-wide early
warning focal point. As such, it pro-
vides early warning reports to the OSCE
Chair and the Secretary General (SG) and
builds the capacities of OSCE field oper-
ations to conduct early warning and con-
flict analysis. The CPC also coordinates
a network of early warning focal points
in all OSCE executive structures, which
is a crucial asset for sharing information
and expertise, not only on early warning
but also on other conflict cycle tools,
such as dialogue facilitation, mediation,
crisis management, reconciliation, and
peacebuilding. The network plays a key
role in fostering an early warning culture
among its members, keeping the OSCE’s
eye on prevailing trends and scanning
the horizon for emerging risks. These
include transnational and regional securi-
ty threats and unprecedented challenges

Addressing the Conflict Cycle: The OSCE’s Evolving Toolbox

45https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922339-03, am 11.08.2024, 18:30:38
Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922339-03
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


such as the COVID-19 crisis, the wide-
ranging impact of which has increased
the risk of political instability and tension
in some parts of the OSCE area.

The prerequisite for successful early
warning is comprehensive situational
awareness, which the OSCE maintains by
tracking relevant developments through-
out its area and beyond. While the or-
ganization’s early warning capacities ben-
efit immensely from the OSCE’s field
presence in Eastern and South-Eastern
Europe, the South Caucasus and Central
Asia,6 situational awareness must not be
limited to those areas that host field oper-
ations if early warning is to be effective.
To this end, the CPC’s Situation/Com-
munications Room (SitRoom) plays a
key role by monitoring relevant develop-
ments in all 57 participating States and
the OSCE’s neighbouring regions. On a
24/7 basis, it follows open media sources,
providing breaking news and regular up-
dates to the Chair, the SG, and the Sec-
retariat’s senior management.7 During
crises, the SitRoom plays a vital role in
the security chain between the Secretariat
and field operations, which is especially
critical outside official working hours.

To keep abreast of information re-
quirements related to prevailing and
emerging security challenges, SitRoom
staff are briefed on relevant thematic is-
sues, such as transnational threats. The
SitRoom also integrates new digital tech-
nologies for open-source monitoring and
reporting into its daily activities, when
possible. In today’s complex environ-
ment, increased attention must be given
to security challenges posed by political
fragmentation, polarization, nationalism,

radicalization, and populism, all of which
affect a growing number of participating
States to various degrees. Moreover, in
the age of social media and fake news, la-
tent conflicts may be pushed towards vio-
lent escalation more rapidly than before.
While tensions may take a long time to
build up beneath the surface, a tiny “vir-
tual spark” can quickly ignite the flames.
Therefore, a SitRoom with sufficient ca-
pacities to monitor and report on such
developments in real time is now more
important than ever.

The SitRoom’s capacities are currently
insufficient to pay the same level of atten-
tion to every development in the OSCE
area and its neighbouring regions. Shar-
ing expertise, best practices, and open-
source information with the crisis centres
and situation rooms of other internation-
al organizations (such as the United Na-
tions (UN) and the European Union) is
therefore crucial and should be encour-
aged as much as possible. In addition,
further efforts are required with regard
to systematically collecting information
from a growing number of initiatives
and projects engaged in conflict and cri-
sis mapping.8 Moreover, as MC Decision
No. 3/11 highlights, early warning is also
the responsibility of participating States.
Accordingly, one way to strengthen the
OSCE’s early warning capacities would
be for participating States to share rel-
evant, unclassified situational awareness
information with the CPC’s SitRoom.

MC Decision No. 3/11 also mandates
the SG to provide formal early warnings
to the OSCE Permanent Council (PC) in
Vienna. This mandate was a significant
development, as the provision of formal
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early warning signals had previously been
limited to the HCNM.9 Despite this man-
date, the SG has only issued two formal
early warnings to the PC since 2011.
The first formal early warning was issued
in December 2012 in relation to a pos-
sible violent escalation of the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict.10 The second formal
early warning came in November 2018
following an incident between Russian
and Ukrainian naval vessels in the Kerch
Strait.11

Formal early warning should be used
as a last resort. Early warning is not an
exercise in naming and shaming but a
crucial prerequisite for effective conflict
prevention. Accordingly, early warning
needs to be conducted in a “do no harm”
manner, freeing the way for preventive
efforts, including silent diplomacy. Be-
fore issuing a formal early warning, the
OSCE Chair and the SG will therefore
make use of different forums to express
concern about emerging tensions and to
facilitate discussions about preventive ac-
tion. For example, the SG’s weekly report
to the PC has been used on numerous
occasions to deliver what could be con-
sidered an informal early warning.

Some participating States would like
the SG to have greater visibility when
it comes to early warning, including
through facilitating exchanges between
participating States on possible respons-
es. In line with the clear early warning
mandate given to the SG in MC Decision
No. 3/11, consideration could be given
to augmenting the SG’s reporting to the
PC through regular early warning reports
that would contribute to enabling partici-
pating States’ early engagement related to

emerging trends, including with regard
to transnational and regional security is-
sues.

A key challenge for OSCE early warn-
ing and the SG’s role in it is politiciza-
tion. While all participating States sup-
ported the development of a more sys-
tematic and structured approach to early
warning in MC Decision No. 3/11, not all
of them are equally supportive of its prac-
tical implementation. Some participating
States may wish to be exempt from ear-
ly warning monitoring, considering it a
stigma or an intrusion on sovereignty.

However, no participating State is
immune to crisis. The impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic is the most recent
example in this regard. Therefore, system-
atic early warning efforts and over-the-
horizon scanning must cover the entire
OSCE area and beyond, as these are es-
sential to assessing emerging trends and
future risks.12 When providing the SG
and the OSCE Chair with timely assess-
ments of relevant developments, the CPC
pays the utmost attention to preventing
the politicization of its early warning
analyses. Accordingly, the CPC provides
early warning reporting and early action
advice in a confidential manner. OSCE
Chairs must make active use of the CPC’s
early warning function. They must also
provide the SG and the CPC with the po-
litical support needed to carry out their
early warning mandate,13 taking the “po-
litical heat” if required to protect this crit-
ical part of the conflict cycle toolbox.
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Early action and crisis management:
Learning lessons for the future

Following the adoption of MC Decision
No. 3/11, a number of immediate steps
were taken to enhance the OSCE’s capaci-
ties for crisis response. One was the estab-
lishment of the “Virtual Pool of Equip-
ment”, which allows for the swift transfer
of essential assets (such as armoured vehi-
cles) between OSCE field operations. An-
other was the “Rapid Deployment Ros-
ter”, which allows first responders from
OSCE executive structures to be quickly
deployed to set up new field operations
or to temporarily augment existing ones.
In addition, the “Operational Framework
for Crisis Response” was developed for
use by the OSCE Secretariat to take co-
ordinated action in response to crises
in line with lessons learned and best
practices. All three instruments proved
critical in the planning and deployment
of the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission
to Ukraine (SMM) in March 2014.14

The SMM has been the most challeng-
ing OSCE field operation since the Koso-
vo Verification Mission in 1998,15 which
was also deployed in a complex security
environment and in the context of a vio-
lent crisis. While the SMM started out as
a preventive deployment to help address
the deteriorating security situation in
Ukraine, it quickly became a full-fledged
crisis management operation. The rapidly
worsening security environment in east-
ern Ukraine created unprecedented oper-
ational risks for the civilian monitoring
mission.

The Mission’s evolving tasks and activ-
ities, in particular ceasefire monitoring

in eastern Ukraine, have required a steep
learning curve for the OSCE that has not
yet fully flattened.16 Together with oth-
er parts of the Secretariat, the CPC has
been helping the SMM to continuously
adapt its operations, staffing, and assets.
The provision of such support is resource
intensive, however, and the number of
staff within the CPC is the minimum of
what is needed to facilitate operational
support,17 not only for the SMM but for
all 16 OSCE field operations.

The SMM is not only a sui generis mis-
sion but also a pivotal example of a com-
plex peace operation. As such, it provides
many valuable lessons for the OSCE. One
of the key lessons to be learned for fu-
ture field missions deployed under simi-
lar circumstances is that they require a
different staffing model than more “tra-
ditional” OSCE field operations, which
are mostly focused on programmatic and
project activities. Complex peace opera-
tions require robust management and
leadership frameworks, as well as senior
staff with experience in high-risk environ-
ments. They also need staff with medi-
cal, engineering, infrastructure, and de-
mining expertise and highly qualified se-
curity personnel, who understand the es-
sential nexus between operations and se-
curity.

To benefit from the experience of the
SMM’s initial planning and deployment
and the Mission’s expansion in the wake
of the Minsk agreements,18 the CPC en-
gaged in an extensive lessons-learning ex-
ercise in 2015.19 Based on a tasking from
the German OSCE Chair in 2016, the
CPC then led a Secretariat-wide effort
to develop a set of 20 internal standard

Michael Raith

48 https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922339-03, am 11.08.2024, 18:30:38
Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922339-03
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


operating procedures (SOPs) for effect-
ive action in urgent response situations.
These SOPs provide good practices for
both new and existing field operations
on mission structure, command and con-
trol, operational reporting, and the rapid
deployment of human resources, among
others. Based on the insights gained from
the responses of OSCE field operations to
the COVID-19 crisis, these SOPs could be
further developed in the future.

The lessons (being) learned from the
SMM are not limited to the establish-
ment of new missions or the restructur-
ing of existing ones under changing cir-
cumstances on the ground. They also en-
compass lessons related to a wide range
of new technologies that are applied
as part of the SMM’s monitoring oper-
ations.20 The use of satellite imagery,
acoustic sensors, camera systems, and
drones as part of a civilian peace opera-
tion has thrust the OSCE into the fore-
front in this field, offering many valuable
lessons not only for the organization but
also for the international community at
large. A related aspect is how to man-
age the enormous amount of data gath-
ered with technological monitoring tools.
Accordingly, the CPC is assisting the
SMM in enhancing its information man-
agement capacities, including the imple-
mentation of a mission-wide geospatial
information system.

The good practices established by the
SMM in technical monitoring constitute
a significant enhancement of the OSCE’s
conflict cycle toolbox. To capture lessons
from past and present OSCE field opera-
tions, including the SMM and its techno-
logical innovations, the CPC is develop-

ing a reference guide on monitoring in
all phases of the conflict cycle. It aims to
institutionalize the extensive knowledge
of OSCE missions that conduct moni-
toring in support of their mandated activ-
ities. Moreover, building on the SMM’s
experience, the CPC is now recruiting an
Associate Technology Officer, who will
support executive structures on techno-
logical issues related to monitoring and
surveillance.21

Learning lessons is important for fu-
ture crisis response. However, crisis man-
agement – as in eastern Ukraine –
should remain the exception, while pre-
venting violent crises and resolving con-
flicts peacefully should always be the
rule. Conflict prevention requires success-
ful early action, and the OSCE’s toolbox
contains a multitude of well-established
instruments, such as OSCE mechanisms
and procedures,22 confidence-building
measures,23 and Special or Personal Rep-
resentatives of the OSCE Chairperson-in-
Office (CiO). For example, the latter in-
strument was used by the 2017 Austri-
an OSCE Chair to conduct silent diplo-
macy during the political crisis in the
then former Yugoslav Republic of Mace-
donia. Other important instruments in-
clude fact-finding missions, which can
be used with the support of the receiv-
ing country to gather information or
to engage in dialogue facilitation, confi-
dence building, and preventive diploma-
cy. One preventive deployment, which
included both fact-finding and dialogue-
facilitation elements, was the OSCE Na-
tional Dialogue Project in Ukraine in
spring 2014.24 Another instrument was
the OSCE Community Security Initiative
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in the south of Kyrgyzstan from October
2010 to December 2015, which made an
important contribution to building confi-
dence between the local population and
the police.25

The early warning–early action gap is
a key impediment to successful conflict
prevention and resolution. This is usual-
ly related not to a lack of early warning
analyses or early action instruments but
rather to a lack of political will to make
full use of existing early action tools.
Moreover, as a soft power organization,
the OSCE can apply its crisis response
capacities effectively only if local actors
on the ground show good faith and take
a cooperative approach.

To help bridge the early warning–early
action gap, in 2018, the CPC developed
the internal “Early Warning–Early Action
Matrix”, which provides a broad overview
of possible early action measures that
can be taken, inter alia, by OSCE Chairs
and executive structures. The CPC also
engages in a crisis simulation exercise
(SIMEX) with incoming OSCE Chairs be-
fore the start of their term to prepare
them for the practical application of
crisis response instruments. Based on a
fictitious scenario, the SIMEX provides
incoming Chairs with an opportunity
to apply existing OSCE tools and proce-
dures while responding to an evolving
crisis and to clarify their crisis response
responsibilities, procedures, and decision-
making processes.

The crown jewel of the toolbox:
The facilitation of peaceful conflict
resolution

Supporting the peaceful resolution of
conflicts through mediation and dialogue
facilitation is at the heart of the OSCE’s
mandate.26 With its comprehensive ap-
proach to security, the OSCE is in a
unique position to foster community-
level, regional, and state-to-state dialogue
on various conflict-related issues. Given
the complexity of today’s conflicts and
conflict-resolution processes, institution-
alized, systematic, and structured media-
tion support is needed more than ever.27

Mediators must be able to handle the
complexity of the conflicts they deal with
if they are to assist the parties in finding
common ground and developing joint so-
lutions. Therefore, mediators and their
teams require dedicated support in con-
flict analysis, process design, and micro
skills, for example process analysis and
communication techniques.

In MC Decision No. 3/11, participat-
ing States tasked the SG to prepare a
proposal on how to “maximize the con-
tinuity, consistency and effectiveness of
OSCE engagement in conflict mediation
and to strengthen the role of OSCE medi-
ators”.28 In fulfillment of this task, a Me-
diation Support Team (MST) comprised
of three Mediation Support Officers was
established within the CPC and acts as
an OSCE-wide focal point for dialogue fa-
cilitation, mediation, and mediation sup-
port.29 Now an indispensable instrument,
the MST serves to strengthen the OSCE’s
capacity to facilitate peaceful conflict res-
olution. In support of all OSCE execu-
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tive structures and participating States, its
main activities include:30

• facilitating the development of media-
tion strategies;

• providing advice on mediation and di-
alogue processes;

• facilitating in-depth conflict analysis;
• providing thematic briefings and

skills coaching for high-level OSCE
mediators, such as CiO Special Repre-
sentatives and heads of OSCE field op-
erations;

• facilitating platforms for exchange
among mediators;

• debriefing OSCE mediators to identi-
fy lessons and good practices;

• providing operational guidance on
mediation-related topics;

• providing training for OSCE staff in
mediation and dialogue facilitation
skills;

• facilitating expert deployments in sup-
port of mediation processes.

With the growing need for mediation
support, the MST has seen a correspond-
ing increase in demand for its activities.
An expanded MST would allow for more
dedicated mediation support to be pro-
vided to high-level mediators dealing
with protracted conflicts in the OSCE
area. The dialogue facilitation and media-
tion activities of OSCE field operations
would also benefit from an expanded
MST, as it could provide more process
support. It could also provide more assis-
tance to field operations in developing
their own mediation support capacities.
This has already been done for the SMM,
and by increasing the number of special-
ized mediation and dialogue facilitation

officers in field operations, an OSCE-
internal network of mediation support
structures could be created.

The MST continuously explores new
ways to strengthen the OSCE’s conflict
resolution instruments. Following the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic
and the UN Secretary-General’s call for a
global ceasefire, the MST researched and
developed a structured approach to iden-
tifying windows of opportunity for peace
processes. From a process design point
of view, this approach provides ideas on
how to induce positive dynamics in on-
going peace processes in times of acute
crisis. Another area of MST research is
supporting so-called insider mediators –
those mediators who live within and are
thus intrinsic to a conflict context and
may be better placed to engage with con-
flict actors than external third parties.31

Acknowledging that local, indigenous,
and insider methods of dealing with con-
flict enhance peace and stability over the
long term, supporting insider mediators
puts local efforts at the centre of peace-
building.

A further topic at the centre of the
MST’s research is the meaningful inclu-
sion of women in peace processes. Wom-
en’s experiences of conflict and violence
differ from men’s. Therefore, by includ-
ing women’s perspectives in conflict res-
olution efforts, the diverse needs of af-
fected societies can be better addressed.
Accordingly, women’s participation as
mediators and/or negotiators in peace
processes can increase the likelihood of
reaching an agreement and can reduce
the risk of relapsing into conflict. To
this end, in 2019, the MST and the
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Secretariat’s Gender Section developed
the toolkit Inclusion of Women and Ef-
fective Peace Processes, which provides
practical advice and recommendations on
how to achieve more gender-responsive
dialogue and mediation processes.32

Focusing on sustainability: Structural
prevention and peacebuilding

The OSCE has extensive experience in
working to address root causes of conflict
and instability through the long-term
programmatic work of its executive struc-
tures. This includes efforts by the three
autonomous institutions, the Secretariat,
and the OSCE’s field operations. More
than 80 per cent of OSCE staff work
in the field, carrying out programmes
to support the implementation of OSCE
principles and commitments in all three
dimensions of security. These activities
aim to build lasting peace and securi-
ty through comprehensive support on a
wide range of topics, from combating vi-
olent radicalization and extremism, traf-
ficking in human beings, hate crimes,
and corruption to assisting the good
governance and reform efforts of host
countries related to elections, education,
and/or the security sector – to name just a
few.

Building sustainable peace and securi-
ty is a long-term effort that requires pa-
tience, perseverance, prudent planning,
and foresight. Field operations must en-
sure that their support is tied to the
evolving needs and priorities of their host
countries. To that end, the OSCE works
with a plethora of actors on the ground,

including governmental agencies, public
administrations, civil society, and non-
governmental organizations. According-
ly, field operations can play an impor-
tant bridge-building function by engag-
ing governmental and civil society actors
in joint efforts in support of OSCE com-
mitments and principles.

To draw lessons from the longstand-
ing expertise of OSCE field operations,
the CPC produced a reference guide in
2018 that provides insights into the struc-
tural prevention and peacebuilding activ-
ities of OSCE field operations in South-
Eastern Europe.33 The reference guide
highlights OSCE support to host coun-
tries in seven thematic areas – institution-
building, community security, education,
electoral reform, reconciliation, diversi-
ty, and people-to-people contact. It also
shows how OSCE peacebuilding efforts
complement the United Nation’s Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs),34 in par-
ticular SDG 16 to promote peaceful and
inclusive societies.

A key lesson from the reference guide
is that the OSCE’s work is most ef-
fective if delivered in a context-specific
and conflict-sensitive manner, taking in-
to account historical and societal devel-
opments on the ground. Therefore, to
improve the OSCE’s ability to build last-
ing peace and security by addressing root
causes of conflict and instability in a
structured and systematic manner, the
CPC has partnered with the Austrian
Study Centre for Peace and Conflict Res-
olution to develop the first-ever OSCE
Peacebuilding Course for OSCE staff
from different executive structures.
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One important area where more effort
is needed to capture OSCE lessons is
the gender mainstreaming of long-term
conflict prevention and peacebuilding
work. Another is the active engagement
of youth in addressing prevailing and
emerging security challenges, as young
people can be forceful catalysts for posi-
tive societal change. A third area of crit-
ical importance to structural prevention
and peacebuilding is the support given
by the OSCE to interested participating
States in the area of security sector gover-
nance and reform (SSG/R), for example
with respect to the democratic control of
the armed forces. The CPC plays a central
role in these efforts, including by coordi-
nating a network of SSG/R focal points
in OSCE executive structures.

Although different OSCE executive
structures have been providing SSG/R-re-
lated support for many years, it was on-
ly in 2014 that the first steps toward a
more systematic and structured approach
to SSG/R were taken. The then Swiss
OSCE Chair initiated a process to devel-
op SSG/R guidelines for OSCE staff,35

published in 2016. Together with SSG/R
focal points in executive structures, the
CPC promotes the implementation of
these guidelines and helps OSCE staff
and mission members to develop the ca-
pacities required for their practical appli-
cation. A review of the guidelines is cur-
rently underway, with a second edition to
be published in 2021.

SSG/R was also given particular atten-
tion when Slovakia chaired the OSCE
in 2019. At the Ministerial Council in
Bratislava, Slovakia and 43 other partic-
ipating States highlighted SSG/R as a

crucial part of the OSCE’s comprehen-
sive approach to security.36 Moreover, in
March 2019, the SG reported to partici-
pating States on the efforts made since
2014 to develop a more coherent and co-
ordinated approach to SSG/R that builds
on the OSCE’s comparative advantages.37

He stressed that the concept of SSG/R is
embedded in core OSCE principles and
commitments, such as the Code of Con-
duct on Politico-Military Aspects of Secu-
rity (1994), and called for SSG/R to be
further integrated into the conflict cycle
toolbox, thus leveraging the added value
of SSG/R in conflict prevention.

A security sector that is accountable
and inclusive and that abides by the rule
of law can effectively contribute to build-
ing sustainable peace and security. While
SSG/R remains a fundamentally national
process, the OSCE is well placed to sup-
port the implementation of national pri-
orities, particularly through its field oper-
ations. The OSCE has established a long
track record of successfully supporting
national security sector institutions and
related actors, such as parliaments and
civil society organizations. Accordingly,
the CPC will continue to work on a co-
herent and systematic approach to SSG/R
as a key peacebuilding instrument within
the conflict cycle toolbox. In this regard,
further topics can be explored, such as
the inclusion of SSG/R-related provisions
in ceasefire and peace agreements and the
contribution of SSG/R to addressing the
(organized) crime–conflict nexus.
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Sharing expertise and knowledge:
Leveraging partnerships

The CPC’s efforts to further enhance
OSCE capacities to address the different
phases of the conflict cycle benefit from
strong partnerships with other interna-
tional and regional organizations. For ex-
ample, the CPC shares expertise and best
practices on conflict cycle tools with the
European Union External Action Service
(EEAS) as part of a so-called structured
working-level dialogue. The CPC’s MST
also maintains regular contact with the
mediation support structures in the EEAS
and the UN Secretariat. By partnering
with the UN’s Mediation Support Unit,
the MST has access to the UN Standby
Team of Senior Mediation Advisers, who
can be rapidly deployed to advise a wide
range of mediation and preventive diplo-
macy issues. Regular and active collabora-
tion with the UN and the EEAS also takes
place with regard to SSG/R.

The OSCE’s cooperation with the UN
Department of Field Support resulted in
the signing of a Letter of Understanding
in 2017 that established collaborative ar-
rangements for enhancing technical ca-
pacities and expertise. Based on the Let-
ter of Understanding, the OSCE is able
to access UN systems contracts, for ex-
ample in the area of procurement, and
technical training programmes, which
provide cost-effective and rapid access to
resources for early action and crisis re-
sponse.

The CPC also enjoys fruitful engage-
ment with the UN Refugee Agency
(UNHCR). In 2014, together with the
UNHCR Liaison Office to the OSCE and

Vienna-based UN agencies, the CPC pub-
lished a Protection Checklist that address-
es displacement and the protection of dis-
placed populations and affected commu-
nities in all phases of the conflict cycle.38

Since then, the CPC and UNHCR have
been providing joint capacity building on
the Protection Checklist’s practical appli-
cation for OSCE and UNHCR staff on
the ground in field operations.

Conclusion

The OSCE’s conflict cycle toolbox has
significantly evolved since the early
1990s. The adoption and implementation
of MC Decision No. 3/11 was vital to that
end. The toolbox includes a solid set of
instruments that can be applied across
the OSCE area. While the implementa-
tion of conflict cycle tools can always be
enhanced, what is urgently required are
sufficient OSCE resources to do so and
the political will of participating States
to make proactive use of relevant instru-
ments and mandates.39

With the growing complexity of to-
day’s security challenges, the OSCE must
be ready to make a meaningful contri-
bution to conflict prevention and peace-
building whenever and wherever it can
within its broad geographical area. To
that end, flexibility is required, as are
sufficient financial and human resources.
As the cost of crisis management far out-
weighs the cost of preventive action,40

countless dividends arise from investing
in structural prevention and peacebuild-
ing activities. Nonetheless, recent years
have witnessed a continuous decrease in
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the OSCE’s Unified Budget, constraining
the organization’s ability to respond to
emerging tensions and to address root
causes of conflict. Political will is need-
ed now more than ever to unleash the
OSCE’s immense potential and make full
use of its mandate and capacities.

The tenth anniversary of MC Decision
No. 3/11 in 2021, during Sweden’s OSCE
Chairpersonship, provides an excellent
opportunity to take stock of the con-
flict cycle toolbox, including ways to fur-
ther strengthen relevant instruments and
adapt them to newly emerging security
challenges. In that context, participating
States could reaffirm the commitments
they made ten years ago in MC Decision
No. 3/11, for example in a commemo-
rative declaration at the 2021 Ministeri-
al Council. By acknowledging the impor-
tant work done since the adoption of MC
Decision No. 3/11, participating States
would provide new impetus to OSCE en-
deavours to enhance the conflict cycle
toolbox, reinvigorating efforts in the ar-
eas of conflict prevention, conflict resolu-
tion, and sustainable peacebuilding.
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