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INTRODUCTION
On March 10-11, 2020, a Central Asian 
regional consultation on the UN 
peacebuilding architecture was held in 
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. 
The meeting was hosted by Her Excellency 
Roza Otunbayeva1, ex-president of Kyrgyzstan, 
and supported by the United Nations Resident 
Coordinator`s office in Kyrgyzstan civil society 
organizations active in peacebuilding work in Central 
Asia, “The Roza Otunbayeva Initiative” Foundation, 
Foundation for Tolerance International, International 
Alert, PeaceNexus, Saferworld and Search for 
Common Ground. 2

The meeting was opened by introductory speeches 
by H.E. Roza Otunbayeva and Ms. Gizem Sucuoglu 
of the UN Peacebuilding Support Office in New 
York. Ms. Otunbayeva provided an overview of UN 
peacebuilding engagement in Kyrgyzstan, of key 
challenges to peace in the region, and of the crucial 
efforts needed to build peace in the region, such as  
focusing on preventing conflicts, seeing and caring 
beyond national borders, and genuinely addressing 
problems in women’s, minorities’ and children’s rights 
in the region, among other issues. Ms. Sucuoglu, 
gave the participants a brief background on the UN 

peacebuilding architecture, the previous reviews 
thereof, and tasks and expectations attached to the 
2020 review. 

The consultation, organized in an active work format 
that had all of around 50 participants constantly 
engaged in group discussions and presentations, 
highlighted a number of the most salient and 
systematic challenges to peace in Central Asia. Rather 
than focusing on assessment of the UN activities in 
peacebuilding per se, the discussions shed light on 
key problems and concerns for peace in Central Asia 
generally. As such, the outcomes of the consultation 
offer much broader and substantive feedback to the 
ensuing review process, rather than only commenting 
on the successes and failures of the UN peacebuilding 
architecture.

In the following sections, brief highlights and 
main points of the discussions are presented to 
inform the upcoming review process, from main 
threats to peace in Central Asia, to what appeared 
to be ingredients of successful efforts for peace, 
to challenges for peacebuilding cooperation and 
common understanding. The report closes with a list 
of main recommendations and lessons coming out of 
the regional consultation. 
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1  H.E. Otunbayeva is one of five independent eminent persons to provide substantive 
inputs into 2020 Review of the United Nations Peacebuilding Architecture, she is also a 
member of the UN High Level Advisory Board on Mediation.

2  These organizations, in addition to organizational and logistical input, also sponsored 
individual expert participants from different countries of the region. 
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1.  THE MAIN CHALLENGES TO 
PEACE IN CENTRAL ASIA

There are many challenges and threats 
to sustaining peace in Central Asia, as 
the discussions revealed. 
Some of the raised challenges were all too familiar, 
frequently discussed, conventional ones, while 
some others – important and urgent as such – were 
issues less often linked to peace; still others could 
be described as underlying thorny issues that 
complicated the objective of peace if not actually 
standing as root causes of challenges to peace. 
Regardless if these analytical differences, they were 
all deemed equally pertinent to the imperative of 
sustaining peace. A few main points under each of 
these groups of issues may be highlighted here.

1.1 Conventional challenges to peace 
 ● Border disputes – post-Soviet lines delimiting the 
borders between neighboring countries in Central 
Asia are still not fully settled, and were highlighted 
as another key area of concern. The regular border-
area incidents between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, 
albeit on a minor scale, threaten to worsen if the 
situation does not fundamentally change soon. 
Similar to border problems, and often linked to 
them, as noted during the meetings, were trans-
border water disputes. 

 ● Inter-ethnic conflicts – another recurrent 
challenge in the region made salient again by the 
conflict in southern Kazakhstan. All countries in the 
region have diverse populations and multiple ethnic 
minority communities. Despite relevant government 
policies over the years to instill inter-ethnic peace, 
this line of conflict potential remains very real. 

 ● Support for and recruitment into violent groups 
– despite being a politically charged and debated 
topic, the agenda of preventing/countering 
radicalization and violent extremism was discussed 
amply at the event. While there were different ideas 
on the relevance of the evidence and the interests 
of various actors involved, all agreed that this topic 
dominated much of the discourse in the region – 
linking in with community perceptions of identity 
and insecurity – and warranted critical exploration.

 ● Afghanistan and geopolitics – discussing region-
wide challenges to maintaining peace, participants 
repeatedly noted the continued salience of the 
situation in Afghanistan, and related to it, the 
geopolitical interests and rivalry among the great 
powers – specifically Russia, the United States and 
China. Located in the immediate neighborhood of 
Afghanistan, the Central Asian countries still lacked a 
common policy toward it, and different countries led 
their individual efforts with Kabul – and with Taliban, in 
the cases of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan – to contribute 
to keeping peace in their southern neighbor. 
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1.2  Non-conventional challenges to 
sustaining peace

 ● Youth and education – lack of education or 
opportunities for youth means greater vulnerability 
and potential for conflict in the future, be it 
due to unemployment, or intolerance, lack of 
understanding, or susceptibility to violent groups. 
Many of the participants, but especially those 
from Uzbekistan, stressed such issues as access 
to education, quality and cost of education, and 
corruption as potential triggers for conflict among 
young people. Participants also stressed the largely 
untapped but huge potential for youth to create 
change and build peace in their societies.

 ● Women’s rights and gender equality – the day the 
conference began, a protest gathering in Bishkek 
took place in defense of women’s rights and against 
violence. It was a follow-up to the aborted march for 
women’s rights on March 8, where the police failed 
to guarantee security of marchers. Mistreatment 
(including gender-based violence), exclusion and 
abuse of rights of women was cited as a problem in 
the whole region. Here, too, participants stressed 
the still barely tapped potential – since SCR 1325 – 
for women to play lead role in sustaining peace. 

 ● Secular culture – while the growing role of religion in 
society and the associated challenges around conflict 
and identity have occupied the attention of Central 
Asian governments in recent years, the neglected 
obverse of it – the maintenance of a tolerant, secular 
culture – was an emerging new challenge. Separate 
from discussions around religion, secularism as a 
political system and what this means for sustaining 
peace was an important issue to address according 
to most participants. Discussions touched on national 
strategies and visions on it, to political discourses, to 
educational programs. 

 ● Environment – increasingly, the societies of the 
region were waking up to the threats posed by 
environmental degradation. With air pollution 
becoming a major concern in urban centers such 
as Almaty, Bishkek and Tashkent in recent years, 
and with melting glaciers a growing theme among 
environmental activists, the conference discussions 
noted this to be one more area of potential danger 
to sustaining peace. 

1.3 Some underlying thorny issues 
 ● Underlying the previous old and new challenges 
to peace, complicating adequate action or directly 
causing the growth of such problems, were some 
systematic problems of governance in Central 
Asia. Namely, problems such as corruption, poor 
rule of law and justice, poor state-society dialogue, 
suppression of civil society, and – less overtly 
stated – authoritarian politics in general. Given such 
political regimes, often it appeared futile to raise 
issues of peace with them, where the governments 
themselves were more often than not the culprits.  

 ● Besides governance, another cluster of underlying 
difficulties consisted of socio-economic nature: 
poverty, inequality, unemployment and migration 
in search labor. These issues were appearing in 
different thematic discussions throughout the 
conference, although they were not in themselves 
focal topics. Any effort targeting a specific challenge 
to peace would face the limitations imposed by 
these underlying socio-economic challenges, 
pronounced in some countries of the region more 
sharply than in others. 

 ● Another underlying problem that complicated 
response to peace challenges was said to be the 
weak expertise and analytical capacities in 
governance and decision-making processes. These 
were aggravated by, or sometimes they led to, work 
in peacebuilding getting dominated by contextually 
detached, superficial and otherwise poorly fitted 
formulations of issues and responses to them. 
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2.  WHERE HAS CENTRAL ASIA 
SEEN SUCCESSFUL WORK ON 
SUSTAINING PEACE

The many challenges to peace in 
Central Asia, some of them familiar 
and widely known, others less so from 
a peacebuilding perspective, drew a 
picture of a difficult state of affairs in 
the region. 
That being acknowledged, there were, however, some 
areas and examples of successful efforts toward 
sustaining peace that emerged across different 
sessions of the consultative meeting in Bishkek. 

All the organizations principally engaged in hosting 
the Bishkek conference, and a few others, offered 
lessons learnt through nine innovative and 
successful examples. Each presented project was 
different from all the others in terms of its primary 
theme, scope of geography and served population, 
design and architecture of the project. However, 
several common features could be identified across 
this collective learning. 

One such common point was the primacy given to 
engagement and consultation. As systematically 
and broadly as the scope of a project would allow, 
each case represented a project that tried to engage 
its beneficiaries – the served target populations 
– in the implementation of the projects. In their 
small ways, then, all these success cases were 
in part successful because they embraced and 
promoted democratic principles - such as inclusion, 
engagement and consultation. 

A closely related common feature of all showcased 
projects was the importance placed on ownership. 
Each project in its specific context and scope 
attempted to imbue a sense of ownership of the 
project – over the objectives of the project, moreover 
– by local stakeholder communities: from individual 
citizens and local community institutions, to relevant 
experts and administrative offices. Needless to 
say, the organizations implementing such projects 
were themselves successful in developing a sense 
of ownership and responsibility for their projects to 
begin with. 

A third feature shared across the majority of the 
projects were their emphasis on involving women 
and young people – the two categories of the 
region’s populations most marginalized and excluded 
from decision making. The projects demonstrated the 
potential of women’s leadership, of their taking the 
lead on problems that primarily concern them, as well 
as the benefits of giving voice to youth.  

In the handful of presentations as well as in the 
general discussions during the conference, it was 
clear that the best achievements in peacebuilding 
efforts in Central Asia almost necessarily involved 
primary roles of civil society organizations and 
often, more specifically, of women’s organizations.
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3.  CHALLENGES OF  
COOPERATION FOR  
SUSTAINING PEACE

 Effective peacebuilding requires 
smooth and coordinated work of 
multiple stakeholders anywhere – 
from relevant governments to the 
United Nations offices and other 
international institutions, to civil society 
organizations, to local communities. 
When such efforts are weakly coordinated or dialogue is 
ineffective on the part of any key actor in peacebuilding, 
sustaining peace in such a setting becomes difficult. Such 
was the overall view of the conference participants. In 
thematically focused sessions, they worked to identify 
concrete challenges in the way of effective cooperation 
for sustaining peace. 

One challenge all participants agreed on was 
funding. Reliance on international donor 
funding and on priorities agreed by donors and 
national governments alike (such as a preference 
for preventing/countering violent extremism 
programmes), was not always found to be reflective 
of local priorities or of evidence gathered in working 
together with communities. Participants from all 
countries brainstormed on potential sources of 
funding, including special government allocations for 
peacebuilding purposes, private sector contributions, 
as well as international donor funds. All said, however, 

it remained unconvincing that the governments of the 
region and especially Central Asian business entities 
could substantially increase their funding beyond 
their current spending and charity contribution levels.  

But even when funding was available or not so 
problematic, there were some other principal 
challenges. One that participants from all countries 
came to agree on was the relevant governments’ 
weak sense of ownership and understanding of 
peacebuilding programs and weak bureaucratic and 
institutional competence in peacebuilding. Indeed, 
these two appeared to be a twin problem: weak sense 
of ownership and understanding grew out of weak 
competence, and conversely, weak competence led 
to inability or unwillingness to take ownership and 
lead on peacebuilding. As a result, all too often, the 
international institutions – the UN peacebuilding 
architecture, in particular – were confronted with 
suspicion and had difficulty promoting effective 
programming to sustaining peace.

Besides ownership and institutional capacity issues, 
the discussions also stressed that authorities often 
tended to subvert the peacebuilding agenda to fit 
their political agendas, approach the task in short-
term project driven manners as opposed to working 
systematically and for the long term. That is, not only 
due to lacking capacity, but also due to subversive 
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motivations, that governments of the region often 
failed to work effectively to promote the sustaining 
of peace. 

Whereas sustainable peace in Central Asia most often 
presupposed regional efforts, a systematic problem 
highlighted during the conference was the weak 
regional cooperation, in general and in sustaining 
peace initiatives in particular. The revitalized regional 
dialogue of the last few years had yet to bear fruits 
for peacebuilding efforts. As a rule, when it came 
to national as opposed to region-wide interests, 
there tended to be a skewed balance toward the 
national. The regional consultation was itself an 
illustration of this point, being the first of its kind in 
the region.

Next to governments burdened with the above 
weaknesses, the more promising pillars of 
peacebuilding work in Central Asia were civil society 
organizations, as highlighted above. However, at least 
in Central Asia, CSOs generally could not stand as 
direct stakeholders and implementing partners in 

peacebuilding initiatives, that privilege being given 
to governments, and CSOs joining only as secondary 
or sub-contracted partners. As some participants 
pointed out, there was an additional level of difficulty 
for locally based CSOs in Central Asia, as compared 
to internationally networked organizations, especially 
when it came to accessing larger grants and in 
keeping to stringent reporting requirements from 
major donors.

Lastly, among important challenges that the 
conference discussions identified were addressed to 
the UN and other international institutions involved 
in peacebuilding. While many participants positively 
acknowledged the UN peacebuilding efforts – in 
post-civil war Tajikistan and post-2010 Kyrgyzstan, 
in particular – there were criticisms of continued 
neglect of local context, importing of international or 
universal standards upon local norms, and generally, 
a sense of a top-down approach to defining the 
peace agenda in the region.
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4.  CHALLENGES OF 
UNDERSTANDING & APPROACHES 
TO SUSTAINING PEACE 

Throughout the discussions in the 
conference, a key conceptual challenge 
highlighted by participants was that of 
peacebuilding itself. 
In Central Asia, all too often peacebuilding was 
understood in the specific and narrow sense 
of building peace after a conflict, as in the post-
civil war Tajikistan or the post-conflict southern 
Kyrgyzstan. With that understanding of the concept 
came the resistance to peacebuilding cooperation 
with UN: it was often taken as a diagnosis of an 
existing or impending conflict in a country. When 
there was peace and stability in a country, it was a 
politically insensitive proposition to engage in 
peacebuilding. 

All the key speakers of the conference, including H. 
E. Otunbayeva and Ms. Sucuoglu in their opening 
speeches and Mr. Ozonnia Ojielo in his speech 
in conclusion of the conference, stressed the 
alternative and recently promoted approaches to 
peacebuilding from the UN perspective – those of 
conflict prevention and sustaining peace. Mr Ojielo, 
in particular, spoke of the possibility to revolutionize 
peacebuilding when it is understood as sustaining 
peace. Namely, if formerly peacebuilding was done in 
the shadow of likely conflict, sustaining peace would 
rest on the appreciation for the presence of peace – 
before, during and after conflict. The latter view, then, 
immensely broadened the scope of peacebuilding 
work, calling for long term perspectives, engagement 
of all social forces, and tapping into all resources that 
promoted and sustained peaceful life.

Such nuanced and broadened approaches to 
peacebuilding, while being actively elaborated upon in 
UN-centered discussions, had yet to be fully realized 
among the Central Asian stakeholders. The difficulties 
of bringing the new dimensions of peacebuilding 

home in Central Asia involved, by implications of 
conference discussions, the weak analytic, expertly 
discourses and the weak involvement of relevant 
groups – academics, expert groups, think-tanks – in 
peacebuilding efforts, weak dialogue among different 
stakeholders (especially between government and 
civil society who have different priorities), and certain 
political barriers. 

Speaking of political barriers, on a couple of occasions 
during the conference, some participants raised the 
question of how democratization and rule of law 
figured in discourses of peacebuilding. Most of 
the difficulties of peacebuilding in Central Asia as 
outlined in above sections, as well as the ingredients 
of successful peacebuilding projects presented during 
the conference, clearly pointed at the direct relevance 
of democracy to sustaining peace. Lacking democratic 
governance, threats to peace could emerge where 
they did not exist – as in occasions of securitization 
of social and economic problems, justice would be 
endangered in non-transparent and dependent 
courts, public order would be kept by force of police 
rather than through community engagement and 
trust, and the people would be receiving incomplete 
and politically censored information. All of these and 
other threats to peace were highlighted during the 
conference, albeit not necessarily spelling out their 
linkage to democracy. 
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5.  LESSONS AND WAYS FORWARD
Many recommendations, lessons and 
ideas for the future emerged out of the 
two days of consultations.
The following are some of the most interesting and 
important points. 

 ● A principal recommendation – addressed to 
governments and to UN – was that governments 
in Central Asia needed to significantly improve 
their work for peacebuilding, including more 
effective coordination and cooperation among 
all stakeholders. Governments must raise their 
understanding and develop stronger ownership 
of peacebuilding work, and achieve more effective 
and inclusive coordination of efforts with all 
stakeholders, and especially with non-governmental 
peacebuilding organizations and think tanks.

 ● Peacebuilding in Central Asia is in need of improved 
analytical work. Such input would make possible 
more in-depth and critical understanding of the 
stakes of sustaining peace, of the roots and scope 
of threats to peace, and enable more veritable 
menus for choice in implementing efforts for peace, 
thus leading toward both more effective and more 
efficient peacebuilding in the region. This analytical 
work should also be integrated into project cycles to 
ensure more relevant and targeted interventions. 

 ● Peacebuilding efforts in Central Asia need to aim at 
more effective contextualization of both challenges 
to peace and measures to sustain peace, to take 
in the norms and sensibilities, as well as local 
knowledge and wisdom of local communities and 
regions. This would involve, again, more regular 
and effective cooperation among international 
institutions, the UN offices, and the organizations 
working locally on the ground.  

 ● Central Asian peacebuilding needs to aim at a more 
effective regional perspective on peace, overcoming 
national boundaries. Such a regional perspective 
needs to involve not only the current immediate 
challenges, such as water and border management, 
but also longer term themes, such as education, art, 
and identity discussions. 

 ● More effective communication, goal-setting and 
cooperation in peacebuilding efforts among all 
relevant parties – the UN, governments, civil society 
organizations and international peacebuilding 
organizations – could be secured with direct 
linkage of peacebuilding to the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals. Most of the challenges to 
peace, identified during the Bishkek conference, 
directly corresponded to various SDGs.  

 ● In many of the above points, a role for the UN is 
that of coordinating and facilitating the cooperation 
of different stakeholders, with government agencies 
and civil society organizations particularly standing 
to benefit from such input from the UN, so that 
CSOs are more than implementing partners, but 
also able to make input in design of policies and 
provide critical feedback in their reviews, much like 
the Bishkek consultations did. 

 ● Sustaining peace requires input from all actors in 
societies, and one category among them mentioned 
often in the discussions and found little involved 
so far was the private sector. Different countries 
in the region elicit different levels of private sector 
capacities and diversity, but encouraging business 
entities in all countries to participate in peace 
sustaining efforts where they are well positioned to 
do so, is a promising avenue to pursue. 

 ● Making sure any effort – a project or a broader 
policy – achieves the best results requires effective 
management of monitoring, evaluation and 
corresponding learning processes. Monitoring and 
evaluation need to be both flexible and attuned 
to particular contexts – not arbitrarily applying 
a universal measuring stick – and transparent 
and regular in their practice. A key rationale for 
monitoring and evaluation is learning, and the 
learning process, too, requires streamlining and 
management to be effective and to result in 
improvement. 




