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Th e Impact of Spoilers on Peace 
Processes and Peacebuilding
Many ceasefires and peace agreements in civil

wars are initially unsuccessful and give way to renewed violence. In other 

cases, peace processes have become interminably protracted: lengthy and circular 

negotiations in which concessions are rare and even if agreements are reached they 

falter at the implementation phase. State-building and peacebuilding processes are 

also often subject to outbreaks of violence, as recent experience in Afghanistan, 

Haiti, Iraq, Kosovo and East Timor illustrate. Given the huge material and human 

costs of a failed peace process, the consolidation of confl ict settlement and dealing 

with threats to peacebuilding are critical challenges for the international commu-

nity. After a history of painful experience in cases such as Angola and Bosnia, the 

importance of this was fi nally addressed in December 2005 by the UN Security 

Council in Resolution 1645 which calls for the creation of a UN Peacebuilding 

Commission. Th is new organ is expected to improve coordination amongst, and 

eff ectiveness of, all agencies involved in peacebuilding, peacekeeping, disarmament 

and demobilization, development, human rights issues, and the administration of 

former confl ict zones.

Addressing spoilers

As a part of this challenge, there is a particular need for a better understanding 

of the phenomena of ‘spoilers’ and ‘spoiling’: groups and tactics that actively seek 

to hinder, delay, or undermine confl ict settlement through a variety of means and 

for a variety of motives. Th is brief makes some observations on spoilers and their 

activities in post-confl ict or confl ict-prone environments, where some form of peace 

process is underway and where at least one of the parties to the confl ict is either 

engaged in, or committed to, a peace process. Understanding the sources, impact 

and nature of ‘spoiling’ is essential for peacebuilding and for the success of the new 

UN Peacebuilding Commission.

Th e generally accepted narrow defi nition of spoiling is violent obstruction of

a peaceful settlement by actors directly involved in a confl ict (see Stephen John 

Stedman, ‘Spoiler Problems in Peace Processes’, International Security, vol. 22

no. 2 1997). However, the complexities of violent confl ict require a broader defi -

nition of spoiling behaviour. At the core of this broad defi nition are the activities 

of any actors that are opposed to peaceful settlement for whatever reason. Th ese 
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actors are either within or (usually) 

outside the ‘peace process’, and use 

violence or other means to disrupt the 

process in pursuit of their aims. Par-

ties that join a peace process but then 

withdraw and obstruct, or threaten 

to obstruct, the process may also be 

termed spoilers. Similarly, there are 

groups that are a part of the peace 

process but which are not seriously 

interested in making compromises or 

committing to a peaceful endgame. 

Th ey may be using the peace process 

as a means to gain recognition and 

legitimacy, time or material benefi ts, 

or simply to avoid international sanc-

tions. Th ese are collectively known as 

‘devious objectives’. Finally, spoiling 

includes actors which are geographi-

cally external to the confl ict but which 

support internal spoilers and spoiling 

tactics: ethnic or national Diasporas, 

states, political allies, business inter-

ests or any others who might benefi t 

from violent confl ict or holding-out. 

So-called civil or domestic confl icts are, 

in reality, often infl uenced or character-

ized by international processes, causes 

and consequences. Th ere is therefore no 

reason to confi ne our analysis of spoil-

ing to a zone of armed confl ict.

Key questions

What is the diff erence between

‘politics’ in a peace process—includ-

ing the rational objection to terms and 

conditions that are perceived to be 

‘unfair’ or unduly detrimental to one’s 

cause—and ‘spoiling’? What is accept-

able within a peace process, and what 

is unacceptable? How much ‘spoiling’ 

(including violence) can a peace process 

absorb? It is often diffi  cult to draw the 

line, when spoiling appears to have an 

inherently subjective component: one 

side’s “reasonable demands” may be 

nothing more than spoiling from the 

other side’s perspective. In both the 

Cyprus and Sri Lanka cases, for exam-

ple, one disputant is not recognized 

in the confl ict as a state despite mak-

ing this claim. Th is asymmetry creates 

dynamics conducive to spoiling behav-

iour. Both the unrecognised Turkish 

Republic of Northern Cyprus and the 

Tamil Tigers would argue that they are 

not spoilers, they are simply pursuing 

just and legitimate claims to statehood. 

Indeed, they would argue that their 

“opposite numbers”—the Sri Lankan 

and Cypriot governments—are the real 

spoilers by refusing to countenance the 

issue of statehood as an agenda item.

Is it possible to identify patterns 

in environmental variables that give 

rise to the ability of spoilers to exert 

leverage, such as the nature of peace 

settlements, the role of external actors, 

the political economy of the confl ict, 

disputes over natural resources, the 

infl uence of Diasporas? For example, 

Diaspora support for the Tamil Tigers 

or for the IRA, or US support for 

Israel, not only empowered these actors 

to resist a peace settlement, but also 

allowed them to adopt more ambitious 

goals than might otherwise be expected 

once they did negotiate. In the case of 

Cyprus, UN Security Council Resolu-

tions form the basis for Greek Cypriot 

resistance to concessions in the most 

recent phase of the peace process and 

Turkish support for the Turkish

Cypriots forms the basis of their resis-

tance to concessions. In Kosovo, US 

support forms the basis for Kosovan 

manoeuvres designed to lead to sepa-

rate sovereignty for Kosovo.

What is the relationship between 

the nature of the confl ict and the 

spoiler phenomenon? It is increas-

ingly apparent that the nature of a 

confl ict—such as a struggle over natu-

ral resources or illegal commercial 

activities, or a confl ict over territorial 

secession or recognition—infl uences 

the nature and dynamics of spoiling. 

Some actors—warlords and war crimi-
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nals, private military services, military 

bureaucracies—can have a vested eco-

nomic interest in the continuation of 

violent confl ict as can currently be seen 

in parts of Afghanistan, the Demo-

cratic Republic of the Congo, Indonesia 

and Kosovo.

Th e tactics of spoiling may also 

demonstrate the exercise of asym-

metrical power relations. Th is has at 

least two dimensions: fi rstly, can a 

group with relatively weak power exert 

a disproportionate amount of leverage 

or disruption, for example, through 

the use of atrocities and terror? Can 

peace processes ‘absorb’ such tactics 

without failing? How much violence 

can a peace process tolerate whilst still 

remaining viable? Secondly, asymmetry 

can be applied in terms of sovereignty, 

representation, and resources. Control 

of legal and political representation and 

resources—and reluctance to relinquish 

them—may be a key variable in the exis-

tence of spoiling or devious objectives.

How does the presence of external 

‘third party’ peace facilitators condi-

tion the tactics and motives of spoil-

ing? In what circumstances can third 

party involvement both encourage and 

discourage spoiling? Does the num-

ber of external initiatives (multiple as 

opposed to one single initiative), and 

the degree of coordination amongst 

external initiatives, have a bearing on 

the dynamics of spoilers and spoiling? 

Parties in a confl ict may have relation-

ships with external actors, which can 

result in attempts to gain leverage. Th e 

momentum of major peace processes 

can play into the hands of spoilers or 

encourage spoiling, as external third 

party facilitators do not want their 

eff orts to result in ‘failure’. Th is can, in 

some circumstances, encourage con-

cessions (and thus provide encourage-

ment) to spoilers. Connected with this, 

does the internationalisation of con-

fl icts through the involvement of the 

UN and international tribunals condi-

tion the dynamics of ‘spoiling’?

Conclusions and propositions

Th e very notion of ‘spoilers’ suggests

a binary between those ‘for’ and 

‘against’ confl ict settlement, but most 

evidence shows that peace processes 

are not so simple. Th ere certainly are 

examples of armed groups that are out-

side a peace process and use violence to 

disrupt a process. But there is a capac-

ity for spoiling, in the broader sense, 

in all actors at diff erent phases of the 

process. Indeed, in some ways spoiling 

is part of peace processes, as much as 

confl ict is a function of social and polit-

ical change. Th is relates to the con-

text of contemporary peace processes. 

Internationally sponsored peace settle-

ments generally tend to follow similar 

lines. Th ey are all envisaged within 

the so-called liberal peace framework, 

where settlements include constitu-

tional agreements, democratization, 

human rights safeguards, the rule of 

law, and the free market. Many observ-

ers would argue that if we take this as 

a starting point it becomes relatively 

easy to identify spoiling behaviour. Any 

actor that obstructs this liberal peace is 

seen as a spoiler.

However, the liberal-peace thesis 

is sometimes problematic in practice. 

Democracy (in the form of liberal 

democracy or ‘polyarchy’), human 

rights (especially civil and political 

How much violence can a peace process tolerate whilst still 

remaining viable?
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rights), market values, and the idea of 

the state and citizenship are not nec-

essarily universal values, or appropri-

ate in confl icted or divided societies. 

Moreover, the manner in which they 

are being promoted is, arguably, not 

evenhanded and is certainly loaded in 

favour of the market and the status quo 

rather than social justice. Th erefore, 

peace processes are not always equita-

ble or ‘fair’. Th us, by labeling as spoilers 

every group that does not conform to 

such a peace process, we may be mak-

ing a value judgment about the nature 

of that society and trying to apply 

‘universal’ values. Th us the concept of 

‘spoiling’ can be subjective and alludes 

to broader normative debates about the 

‘best’ way to organize (post-confl ict) 

societies.

Spoiling is not always aimed at 

destroying the peace process. Dispu-

tants may become involved in a settle-

ment process in order to improve upon 

their prospects, but not necessarily 

to compromise with their adversary. 

A settlement process carries with it a 

series of assets that the disputants may 

value. Th e disputants may therefore 

harbour devious objectives, unrelated 

to the attainment of a compromise 

solution, which might include motives 

such as: achieving time to regroup 

and reorganize; internationalizing 

the confl ict; profi ting materially from 

ongoing confl ict; legitimizing their 

negotiating positions and current sta-

tus; and avoiding costly concessions by 

prolonging the process itself. A start-

ing point is therefore to identify what 

views, perceptions or misperceptions 

the disputants have formed from their 

understanding of the confl ict and all 

the actors involved.

An important proviso is that it is 

wrong to assume that all confl ict situ-

ations can be resolved by accommoda-

tion or that a peace process is about 

fi nding consensus amongst parties that 

basically all seek peace. Some groups 

have clear incentives for the continua-

tion of violent confl ict.

Th e nature of the peace process—

and the nature of the peace to be imple-

mented—is critically important to its 

chances of success. It is important that 

the terms of reference of the peace pro-

cess itself do not sow the seeds of spoil-

ing. To the furthest extent possible, it 

should not be zero sum, but rather con-

sensual, locally-owned, and supported 

by both international and regional 

organizations. Th e peace process 

should not be imposed upon an unwill-

ing or disengaged public.  Instead, 

it must accommodate the legitimate 

concerns of all parties to the greatest 

extent possible; it must seek not only to 

secure immediate goals such as peace 

and stability but also human rights and 

the rule of law. Peace processes and 

agreements that refl ect asymmetrical 

relationships are especially vulnerable 

to spoiling when they are not sensitive 

to the concerns of weaker groups who 

feel the peace process is ‘rigged’ against 

them. In peace processes, it is essential 

that the leaders of the protagonists are 

credible and legitimate representatives, 

and thus can ‘deliver’ their constitu-

ents—both in the sense that they rep-

resent their constituents’ goals, and can 

meaningfully exert control over their 

constituents’ behavior.

Peace processes are not always equitable or fair. The nature of 

the peace process is critically important to its chances of success
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Spoiling and the obstruction of 

peace processes tend to be associated 

only with the attitudes and intentions 

of actors which are direct participants 

in the confl ict. However, it is essential 

to consider a broader range of actors 

and factors:

■ Th ird parties themselves may bring 

incentives for spoiling in terms of 

resources, recognition, and favorit-

ism to one or the other party. Other 

times, third parties may play into the 

hands of spoiling by projecting the 

idea that any form of settlement is a 

priority and thus raising opportuni-

ties for aid from international donors 

that spoilers may come to see as an 

end in itself.

■ Similarly, when multiple interna-

tional actors are involved in promot-

ing or funding a peace process, a

lack of coordination can complicate 

the picture and result in behavior 

that eff ectively constitutes spoiling. 

Multiple and uncoordinated media-

tion eff orts can provide opportuni-

ties for manipulation by spoilers.

■ Actors far removed from the confl ict 

zone can exert tremendous infl u-

ence, of both a positive and nega-

tive nature. For instance, Diasporas 

potentially play a pivotal role in

creating and funding international 

pressure in the consolidation of a 

peace process. Yet they can also exert 

infl uence to hinder that process.

Spoiling in peacebuilding (not only 

during confl ict settlement) is also 

crucially important. Extremism in 

post-confl ict societies has often been 

overlooked as donors and interna-

tional actors have favored achieving 

peace (and thus their own exit) over 

the maintenance of long-term stabil-

ity. When the extremism of violence 

is transferred into extremism in poli-

tics—even ‘democratic politics’—spoil-

ing can continue by other means.

Democracy—together with devel-

opment, justice, human rights, and

free market economics—should be 

promoted carefully and sensitively in 

confl ict-prone societies. 

It is wrong to assume that all armed 

confl ict can be resolved by an accom-

modation of confl icting interests or 

to assume that a peace process is a 

process of fi nding consensus amongst 

parties willing to compromise in order 

to obtain peace. Some groups have 

clear incentives for the continuation 

of violent confl ict or in contesting the 

nature of peace. Th e existence of pow-

erful groups whose primary intent is 

economic gain must be addressed by 

tactics that may be diff erent from con-

ventional confl ict resolution methods. 

It may be unrealistic to bring every 

armed group into a peace process but 

this should not be allowed to obstruct 

or disrupt the process. 

Material ‘rewards’ for compliance 

with a peace process may be inevitable, 

but it is essential to be aware that some 

armed groups see this as their primary 

goal, and there is a danger that their 

demands may not be appeased for 

long. Similarly, donors must be con-

scious, in bringing material resources 

to the confl ict, that there is a danger of 

becoming a part of the problem rather 

than the solution. In addition, spoil-

ers that exploit war economies usually 

rely upon some form of trans-border 

exchange. It is therefore essential that 

in regions of violent confl ict, illicit 

cross-border commercial exchanges are 

scrutinized and targeted for interdic-

tion, and that certain commodities—

such as diamonds or oil—are promptly 

subject to international legal sanctions 

to prevent their exploitation by spoil-

ers.

Th e terms ‘spoilers’ and ‘spoiling’ 

can represent normative judgements 

that give a great deal of agency to third 

party custodians of a peace process. 

“Our record of success in medi-

ating and implementing peace 

agreements is sadly blemished by 

some devastating failures. Indeed, 

several of the most violent and 

tragic episodes of the 1990s 

occurred after the negotiation 

of peace agreements…Roughly 

half of all countries that emerge 

from war lapse back into violence 

within fi ve years.”

UN Secretary General Kofi  

Annan, “In Larger Freedom: 

Towards Development,

Security and Human Rights

for All” March 2005
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Greater consideration should be given 

to the diff erence between ‘politics’ in a 

peace process and ‘spoiling’, and there-

fore what type of behaviour is unac-

ceptable. Strategies that do not call 

into question the integrity of the peace 

framework as a fi nal outcome or use 

violence may be regarded as accept-

able. How much ‘spoiling’ (including 

violence) a peace process can absorb 

is related to this question. Obviously, 

disputants and third parties require 

as a bare minimum the survival of the 

process, even if the end is not in sight, 

and one should not expect high and 

sustained levels of violence. Where

this does occur, it is clear that we are 

dealing with actors who cannot be

reconciled to a compromise.

Groups which seek to ‘spoil’ eff orts 

to resolve confl ict often do so because 

they see the peace process as under-

mining their rights, privileges, or access 

to resources, whether physical, stra-

tegic, or political. Th ey may also have 

rejected the liberal peace model, and 

often are open to the use or threat of 

violence. While they need not neces-

sarily be non-state groups, they often 

are. Th is means that third parties 

need to have a very clear idea about 

the interlinkages between moderates, 

hardliners and radicals, and between 

disputants and their constituencies, 

and what aspects of their proposals or 

desired outcomes are likely to confl ict 

with those of the disputants. It is in 

such interlinkages that the dynamics 

of spoiling lie, and which are used both 

to disguise and to propagate spoiling 

behaviour. 

It is important to note the dif-

ference between the use of spoil-

ing—violent or non-violent—to shape 

a negotiating process, and the use of 

spoiling to destroy it. Spoiling behav-

iour is often designed to shape a peace 

process, rather than to end it, because 

disputants recognise the potential 

assets a process may off er. Th is is one 

of the key patterns of spoiling which 

theorists and policymakers need to 

consider, because it off ers a potential 

means of exerting leverage upon recal-

citrant groups.

Spoiling activities often succeed in 

a number ways. Th ey may raise new 

questions within a peace process, divert 

attention, provide marginalized actors 

with a voice, delay or postpone progress 

in a process or future rounds of talks, 

prevent implementation of agreements, 

or illustrate the need to include other 

actors in discussions. Spoiling behav-

iour, at its most productive, leads not 

to the end of a peace process, but to the 

inclusion of new sets of interests, the 

recognition of proto-political actors, 

and sometimes further concessions and 

the commitment of more international 

resources. By attenuating the process, 

everything remains on the table, and 

disputants still have access to all of the 

indirect resources a peace process pro-

This Policy Brief is based upon the fi ndings of a United Nations University 
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vides: recognition, fi nancial resources, 

and political legitimacy. Th us spoiling 

behaviour balances the threat of the 

end of the process and a reversion to 

large-scale violence with the desire to 

retain the inherent assets of any such 

process. In this sense, spoiling is a

normal part of a peace process.

Opposition and recalcitrance 

should always be anticipated during a 

peace process, even one that appears to 

enjoy broad support from the principle 

protagonists and communities. Th ere 

will often be factions which are mar-

ginalized, which seek objectives out-

side the peace process, and which have 

the capacity to infl ict violence in an 

attempt to undermine a process they 

do not support. Th is should not neces-

sarily be taken as a sign that the peace 

process is under fundamental threat or 

in crisis. Indeed, it may very well be a 

sign that the process has potential and 

is progressing, and that marginalized 

groups are desperate as they see a proc-

esses taking root that will undermine 

their position and further their mar-

ginalization. Th erefore, spoiler violence 

must be taken in context. It must not 

be allowed to derail the peace process, 

and the public and the media must

be encouraged to put this into

perspective in order to maintain

public confi dence.

In ceasefi re situations or peace 

processes in which UN peacekeepers 

are deployed, UN peacekeepers must 

be robustly equipped and mandated in 

order to be able to resist militant spoil-

ers with force if necessary, within their 

capacity.

Th e UN Security Council Reso-

lution of December 2005, which laid 

the groundwork for the new UN 

Peacebuilding Commission, repre-

sented a milestone in UN institu-

tional mechanisms for supporting 

peace and security. It observed the 

need for a “coordinated, coherent and 

integrated approach to post-confl ict 

peacebuilding and reconciliation” and 

prepared the way for a UN organ that 

will bring together relevant actors to 

marshal resources and to advise on 

integrated strategies for peacebuild-

ing. Th e remit of the Commission is 

progressive, based upon the idea that 

development, peace and security and 

human rights are interlinked and 

mutually reinforcing, and the impor-

tance of women and civil society in 

peacebuilding. However, whilst social 

and economic factors are fundamen-

tally important for peacebuilding, we 

must also keep in mind that in many 

confl icts groups of people are actively 

opposed to peace and will use a variety 

of methods to spoil progress.

An increase in violence whilst never acceptable can sometimes be 

a sign that confl ict resolution is succeeding and that marginalized 

groups see the processes undermining their position
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