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Executive Summary

Mthatha, in South Africa's Eastern Cape, faces high levels of
violent crime, unemployment, and weak cooperation among
institutions. The Ubunye project piloted a collaborative,
community-led peacebuilding approach that brought together
traditional leaders and multiple stakeholders for ongoing
dialogue, mediation training, and the creation of local peace
forums.

The Ukuthula project took this further by strengthening
dialogue between communities and national governance and
linking community initiatives to South Africa’s ongoing
national dialogue processes. The project showed that lasting
peace requires continuous engagement, genuine local
ownership, and respect for existing customary structures.

The project showed that lasting peace requires
continuous engagement, genuine local ownership, and
respect for existing customary structures. Key outcomes
included improved relationships among stakeholders, co-
developed training curricula, local peace forums, and
formal engagements with CoGTA at provincial and
national levels. 

The brief suggests that government and donors should
institutionalize stakeholder mapping, incorporate
mediation and trauma training into local governance,
establish funded multi-level peace forums, strengthen
links between customary and formal institutions, and shift
from short-term funding to multi-year, process-oriented
support.
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Research   consistently shows that sustainable
peacebuilding requires approaches that:
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Build on existing local structures, relationships, and
knowledge rather than replacing them 
Repair damaged relationships and social trust, not
only address visible symptoms of violence
Involve community members as co-creators, not just
beneficiaries
Maintain sustained engagement over time, rather
than delivering one-off events

In the Eastern Cape, traditional leaders, headmen, and
sub-headmen play a vital role in resolving disputes
related to land, marriage, resources, and community
safety through customary processes . Religious leaders,
school principals, and community counsellors perform
similar functions within their domains. When these
structures are recognised and supported alongside formal
institutions such as the Magistrates' Courts and SAPS,
conflict resolution becomes quicker, more legitimate, and
more likely to lead to enduring solutions .
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Despite this potential, significant gaps remain. Dialogue
between formal institutions and traditional structures is
sporadic. Multi-stakeholder networks are weak. Many
interventions lack continuity, undermining the trust they
set out to build.

The project was guided by four principles:

1.Transformation: Approach local challenges as
opportunities for sustainable change rather than
issues needing quick solutions. This involves
adopting a long-term perspective, transforming
relationships from adversarial to cooperative, and
recognising the limitations of traditional peacebuilding
methods . 5

2.Localisation: Supporting local agency and ownership
by ensuring that community stakeholders co-led the
design and implementation of activities, rather than
receiving externally designed solutions .6

These issues are worsened by high unemployment, poor
infrastructure, and inadequate service delivery . Despite
these challenges, traditional leaders, civil society
organisations, religious figures, school principals, and
community structures are actively working to prevent and
resolve local conflicts, often with limited resources.
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However, community mistrust of the South African Police
Service (SAPS), along with tensions between traditional and
municipal leaders in some areas, hampers the ability of
stakeholders to pool resources and coordinate effective
responses.

Meanwhile, existing structures such as Community Policing
Forums (CPFs) and the Administrative Clerks assigned to
traditional councils by the Department of Cooperative
Governance and Traditional Affairs (CoGTA) remain
underused.

This policy brief draws on the experience of the Ubunye  and
Ukuthula project pilots in the Mthatha area to demonstrate
how a collaborative, locally grounded approach to
peacebuilding can build trust, strengthen relationships, and
support long-term social cohesion. The initiative pivots on the
invitation and support of traditional leaders. This brief outlines
the approach used, what was learned, and what it means for
policy.

Why Localised Approaches Matter

South African law and policy already require multi-sectoral
collaboration in governance and violence prevention.
Relevant frameworks include the Local Government
Municipal Systems Act (2000), the Domestic Violence Act
(1998), the Traditional and Khoi-San Leadership Act (2019),
and the National Peace Accord (1991). Yet municipalities and
communities often lack the tools and support needed to
translate these frameworks into effective and locally
appropriate action.
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What Was Learned?
The Right Environment Transforms Relationships

Phase Activities

Stakeholder Mapping and
Dialogue

Individual meetings with traditional leaders, SAPS, ward councillors, schools, churches, and youth groups;
joint preliminary dialogue to validate and deepen understanding

Digital Mapping Development of a stakeholder map showing relationships, power flows, influence, and breakdowns

Co-Creation of Training Individual meetings to co-design training curricula based on stakeholder-identified needs

Workshops and Training Week-long trauma support and mediation workshops at Thabase Jumba Traditional Council, with
participants from neighbouring councils and Mthatha; additional training of women traditional leaders, and

CoGTA officials in mediation and peace leadership through Ukuthula

Peace Forum Formation Establishment of three local peace forums and one coordinating body

Institutional Linkages Ongoing dialogue with CoGTA at provincial and national level; facilitated exchanges between CoGTA and
community leaders; linking the projects to the National Dialogue through Ukuthula, including a first of its

kind provincial dialogue with Traditional Leaders, COGTA, a member  of the National Dialogue secretariat,
and other political actors in the Eastern Cape.
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Continuity: Sustaining engagement across multiple
phases, recognising that trust cannot be built through
single events.

Openness to learning: Remaining genuinely responsive
to what emerged from community engagement, allowing
new insights to shape the project's direction rather than
rigidly following a predetermined plan.

What Was Learned

The Right Environment Transforms Relationships: One
of the most notable early outcomes was a shift in
relationships among stakeholders who had previously
been in conflict or disengaged from each other. This was
not the result of formal mediation sessions. Instead, it
arose from creating conditions conducive to honest
conversations: careful one-on-one engagements, active
listening, gradual trust-building, transparency, and
shared physical presence at a dialogue session. Getting
the environment right is fundamental. Without it, a
formal process will struggle.

A Shared Vision Maintains Momentum: During the initial
dialogue, participants collectively embraced the theme
“From a Culture of Violence to a Culture of Peace.” This
unifying narrative reflected the vision and provided
coherence and motivation to the process. Revisiting it at
each stage kept stakeholders focused on a common
purpose. Local peacebuilding initiatives gain significantly
from developing a shared narrative that is meaningful,
forward-looking, and owned by the community itself.

Existing Structures Can be Assets, Not Obstacles: The
project deliberately worked through and alongside
existing structures such as traditional councils, CPFs,
administrative clerks, town halls, local catering
businesses, and transport owners. Stakeholders were
involved in deciding the content, format, and location
of training and dialogue sessions. This increased the
relevance and practicality of activities, while
strengthening participants' sense of agency and
ownership.

Genuine Local Ownership Produces Sustainable
Results: Local leadership was visible in the
proactiveness of stakeholders, their requests to
expand the process to the sub-headmen level, and
their integration of learned approaches into their own
organisational mandates. The formation of three
stakeholder-led peace forums, a coordinating
leadership team, and a shared communication channel
created structures capable of sustaining momentum
beyond the project's life.

Sustainability Requires Structural Foundations:
Connections with CoGTA at provincial and national
level, along with ongoing coaching and community
engagement by the Centre for Mediation in Africa
(CMA), have helped embed the initiative within
broader governance structures. These linkages are
essential for ensuring that locally built capacity does
not remain isolated but is recognised and supported by
formal institutions.
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Conclusion

The Ubunye and Ukuthula projects demonstrates that multi-
stakeholder, locally grounded peacebuilding is possible and
effective in complex environments like Mthatha. When the
right relationships are built, existing structures are
respected, and communities are genuine partners rather
than passive recipients, the conditions for lasting peace
begin to take shape. The recommendations above offer a
practical way to embed these lessons within governance
and funding frameworks to support sustainable, community-
owned peace.
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Policy Recommendations

1. Institutionalise Participatory Stakeholder Mapping:
Provincial and municipal entities, including CoGTA and the
Department of Social Development, should use digital
mapping tools to visualise stakeholder relationships, identify
service delivery gaps, and detect emerging conflict zones.
Municipalities should allocate dedicated conflict analysis
capacity to support early warning and improve coordination.

2.Integrate Co-Created Mediation and Trauma Training into
Local Governance: Community-collaborated training
curricula should be formalised within Continuous
Professional Development programmes for ward councillors,
SAPS sector-policing teams, and traditional council
members. Municipal Integrated Development Plans (IDPs)
should allocate budgets for annual training cohorts,
leveraging partnerships with organisations such as CMA and
the Trauma Centre for Survivors of Violence and Torture
Trust.

3. Establish and fund multi-level peace forums: National and
provincial rural safety strategies should mandate multi-
stakeholder forums at district, municipal, and ward levels,
chaired by local leaders in partnership with authorities and
civil society, with municipal grants covering logistics and
supporting community-led peace initiatives.

4. Strengthen Linkages Between Traditional and Formal
Institutions: Policy frameworks should explicitly recognise
the conflict resolution roles of traditional leaders and CoGTA
Administrative Clerks by strengthening liaison offices within
CoGTA provincial departments, supporting Administrative
Clerks’ offices as coordination centres, and facilitating
memoranda of understanding between municipalities and
traditional councils that clearly define roles in conflict
resolution and service delivery oversight.

What Was Learned?
A Shared Vision Maintains
Momentum

5. Shift from episodic to continuous engagement:
Governments and donors should replace short-term, event-
driven funding with multi-year, process-oriented, adaptable
programmes. Provincial safety clusters should embed
process evaluation units for real-time feedback and
continuous learning, while funding cycles include provisions
for community-led monitoring.
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The Centre for Mediation in Africa, in the Department of Political Sciences at the University of Pretoria aims to embrace a responsive, transformative, and inclusive
understanding of mediation that actively embraces complexity, builds constructive relationships, and leads to a sustainable peace that is owned and lived by all
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