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This is the slightly adapted opening 
of a chapter focusing on Life & Peace 
Institute’s programme in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo: Gallo, C. J., 
Mashanda, M., Kayira, T., & Vanholder, 
P. (2014). Participatory Action Research 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo: 
The Case of Fizi-Uvira. It will appear in 
a forthcoming book recommended for 
New Routes readers, titled Becoming 
Local Capacities for Peace: Participatory 
Action Research and Strategic Peace-
building, co-authored by Laura K. Taylor 
and John Paul Lederach (Kroc Institute 
for International Peace Studies, Univer-
sity of Notre Dame) on the intersection 
of participatory action research and 
strategic peacebuilding.

The particular incompatibility 
highlighted in this chapter revolves 
around the local tradition of itulo in 
the Fizi and Uvira territories of South 
Kivu. This is a fee levied on those who 
use land but do not own it in the local 
traditional understanding of the term. 
The fee is resented by the Banyamu-
lenge, a pastoralist community, who 
see the Kivus as their homeland. 
The Belgian colonial administration 
established the precedent that a group 
was “indigenous” only if they or their 
ancestors were present on Congolese 
soil at the time of colonization. But in 
South Kivu, the Banyamulenge were 
not given a native authority despite 
being present in Congo at the time of 
colonization. 

The problem is also exacerbated by 
the fact that on the one hand culti-
vators are angered by the damage 

caused to land and crops as cattle 
pass through; on the other hand, 
pastoralists are angered by the lack of 
predictable taxation and the pillaging 
of cattle. 

Conflict transformation is at the 
heart of the work of LPI. It is the belief 
that conflict is a part of everyday life, 
but violence need not be. If efforts 
towards destruction and violence were 
engaged towards construction and 
positive outcomes, conflicts could be 
resolved without fighting.

Based on the conflict transforma-
tion theory, LPI and its civil society 
partners introduced an innovative 
approach to dealing with conflict in 
the DRC. The Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) process functions as 
a kind of reconciliation process. The 
central idea is that inquiry precedes 
action in order to better inform it, and 
in order that the partners and conflict 
actors may better understand conflict 
dynamics.

The PAR process begins with an 
attempt to understand the circum-
stances of the conflict in what is called 
a context analysis. After this, wider 
stakeholder consultations and analysis 
takes place to more completely under-
stand the complexities of the conflict. 
The research is conducted and veri-
fied by the communities themselves 
to take into account the positions of 
diverse groups such as youth, men and 
women. The verification is essential to 
arrive at common understandings of 
the conflict to provide a base for routes 
forward.

When these phases are complete, 
intercommunity dialogue is undertak-
en to bring the different sides together 
in an attempt to find common ground 
and possible solutions to the incom-
patibility. If this is successful, it is 
followed by the implementation of ac-
tions identified, involving the creation 
of conflict transformation platforms 
that would facilitate future dialogue 
between the communities.

The chapter in the upcoming book 
highlights many salient issues, includ-
ing the unpredictable nature of PAR 
with specific challenges faced in this 
case at both the research and valida-
tion, as well as the intercommunity 
dialogue phase. In this specific case, 
extensive intracommunity dialogue 
was required to address micro-con-
flicts within communities before inter-
community dialogue could commence. 
It also brings to light the necessity of 
extensive stakeholder consultation, 
beyond which most would think neces-
sary. Those who claim to represent 
their communities in other contexts 
are often found to have differing opin-
ions on the conflict from their home 
communities themselves.

So, make sure to get a copy of the 
upcoming book and find out how all 
these obstacles were overcome and 
learn from the fascinating case of the 
Fizi-Uvira PAR!

Phillip Nelson/Kristina Lundqvist

It was a warm, sunny day in Bukavu, capital of the South Kivu Province in the eastern 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Tharcisse Kayira, coordinator of a local conflict 
transformation organization, took a deep breath and strolled past a fragrant rose garden, 
toward the conference room where some sixty community representatives from the province 
were filtering in. This was it, the Inter-Community Dialogue, which would bring his 
own community, the Banyamulenge, face to face with other communities in a secure 
environment for the first time. Preparations had been ongoing for nearly four years to get to 
this point, where these four communities were ready to sit down together and talk through 
the conflicts that had been troubling them for so many years.
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