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Introduction
Since 1989, civil wars have constituted the most prevalent and dangerous
form of armed violence in the world. Civil wars occur everywhere, but they
affect different parts of the world disproportionately. For example, the
number of all warring dyads has declined or remained low in Europe, Latin
America, and the Middle East.
In the context of civil war a dyad means a government versus a rebel
group. There can, of course, be several dyads as well. Thus, the total number
of dyads for a period or a region is likely to be higher than the number of
conflicts. In Southeast Asia, ten conflicts involved only one dyad but two
conflicts involved more than one dyad. In the rest of Asia, six conflicts
involved only one dyad, and four involved more than one. In Europe, twelve
conflicts involved only one dyad and only one conflict consisted of more
than one dyad. In the Middle East, two conflicts involved only one dyad and
two involved conflicts with more than one dyad. Finally, in Africa, sixteen
conflicts consisted of one dyad, and fifteen conflicts had more than one
dyad.
Africa has seen a dramatic decrease in the number of warring dyads
since 2001. The trend in Asia, however, in the last fifteen years, is that
between fifteen and twenty dyads have been actively fighting in a given
year (Uppsala Conflict Data Program [UCDP] 2006a), meaning that conflicts
are protracted, either because of a comparative lack of initiatives for conflict management or prevention, or because such initiatives, if undertaken,
have not had much success.
The temporal dynamics of civil wars also differ between regions.
Between 1946 and 2004, civil wars in Southeast Asia (we define the region
as comprising Indonesia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, Papua New Guinea,
Malaysia, Vietnam/South Vietnam, the Philippines, and Cambodia) last
8.29 years on average. The average civil war duration for the rest of the
world is only 3.94 years.1 For these reasons alone, we believe that this part
of the world should receive particular scrutiny.2
As Figure One shows, almost one-fourth of the world’s low-intensity
armed conflict dyads (thirty-two out of a total of 128 dyads) in the period
of 1993–2004 were found in Asia as a whole. Fourteen of these dyads were
in the Southeast Asia region.
While some civil wars may be harder to manage than others (revenge,
retaliation, and issues of identity and valued resources make such conflicts
harder to resolve), it is interesting to note that in the region we study there
have been few formal third-party attempts in the context of regional civil
wars. Figure Two reveals the paucity of third-party efforts in Southeast Asia
and the rest of Asia.3 This figure includes all third-party efforts, including
bilateral talks and other types of measures such as indirect talks, “good
offices” (in which a third party provides warring factions with a neutral
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Figure One
Percentage of Low-Intensity Armed-Conflict Dyads by Region,
1993–2004
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Figure Two
Third-Party Engagement — Percentage of Efforts, 1993–2004
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place to meet), arbitration, and peacekeeping operations by third parties.
Of the 311 attempts made in Asia, 234 of them were undertaken in conflicts
in Southeast Asia.
Southeast Asia receives just about the same amount of third-party
attention as the Americas, even though Southeast Asia has almost twice as
many conflicting dyads. Figure Two also shows that more than five times
as many third-party attempts are directed to the Middle East than to the
conflicting dyads in Southeast Asia despite the fact that the Middle East has
fewer dyads than Southeast Asia.
Of the fifteen conflicting dyads in Southeast Asia, twelve received some
form of third-party attention. Three dyads in Myanmar did not receive any
attention,4 and overall, the many internal conflicts in Myanmar did not
receive much third-party engagement.
In short, Asia clearly deserves special attention. In this article we focus
specifically on Southeast Asia, where most Asian civil wars take place, and
where they tend to be long.They also tend to recur after fighting has stopped.
By one count,between 1946 and 2004 there were twelve recurrences of war
in Myanmar after fighting had been stopped for at least one year. The war
between Indonesia and the Aceh rebels recurred twice.5 These wars are
intractable. The terminations are unstable and recurrence is highly likely. On
top of all this — and perhaps adding to the problem in the first place — third
parties have paid relatively little attention to Southeast Asia.
In this article, we catalog third-party involvement and outcomes in the
region and then present results from simple tests that indicate the form of
involvement that has been most linked to agreements between warring
parties. First, we discuss the wars in the region and note some of the basic
elements of their intractability. Next, we define relevant third-party management terms and concepts. Then we look closely at management efforts in
the region using an original data set. We conclude with a discussion of
policy-relevant implications from our findings.
We are able to do this sort of analysis with the help of a new data set
on conflict prevention in low-level disputes collected by staff at the Conflict
Data Program at Uppsala University (see UCDP 2006b ).6 We have further
merged these data with data collected at Canterbury University on characteristics of conflicts in Southeast Asia (see UOC 2006).

Civil Wars in Southeast Asia, 1993–2004
Between 1993 and 2004 there were fifteen active government–rebel lowintensity civil war dyads (i.e., internal conflicts where one group was in
conflict with the government over legitimacy or territory). These are listed
in Table One. Some were active for the whole period but most were
inactive for part of the period (inactivity is measured as fewer than twentyfive battle-related deaths per calendar year) or had recently had a full-scale
war, defined here as a higher-intensity conflict that involved more than one
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Table One
Low-Intensity Civil War Dyads in Southeast Asia, 1993–2004*
Country

Conflict — Dyad

Years

Cambodia
Myanmar
Myanmar
Myanmar
Myanmar
Myanmar
Myanmar
Myanmar
Myanmar
Indonesia
Papua New Guinea
Philippines
Philippines
Thailand

Government — FUNCINPEC
Government — ABSDF
Territory (Arakan) — RSO
Territory (Karen) — God’s Army
Territory (Karenni) — KNPP
Territory (Mon) — BMA
Territory (Shan) — MTA
Territory (Shan) — SSA
Territory (Wa) — UWSA
Territory (Aceh) — GAM
Territory (Bougainville) — BRA
Territory (Mindanao) — MILF
Territory (Mindanao) — MNLF
Territory (Patani) — Patani insurgents

1997–1998
1994–1995
1994–1995
2000–2001
1996–1997
1996–1997
1993
1996–2003
1997–1998
1999–2004
1994–1997
1994–1999
2001–2003
2003–2004

*The years of coverage include years of active low-intensity civil war for dyads that
never experienced full-scale war and the first year of inactivity that follows an
active year. Low-intensity is defined as more than twenty-five but less than one
thousand battle-related deaths in a year.
ABSDF: All Burma Student’s Democratic Front; BMA: Burmese Muslim Association; BRA: Bougainville Revolutionary Army; FUNCINPEC: National United Front for
an Independent, Neutral, Peaceful, and Cooperative Cambodia; GAM: Gerakan Aceh
Merdeka; KNPP: Karenni National Progressive Party; MILF: Moro Islamic Liberation
Front; MNLF: Moro National Liberation Front; MTA: Mong Tai Army; RSO: Rohingia
Solidarity Organization; SSA: Shan State Army; UWS: United Wa State Army.

thousand deaths. The Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF)–government
dyad in the Philippines falls from the sample in 2000 when the event
turned into a war (with more than one thousand deaths). We have found
some important commonalities in these conflicts that we believe are relevant to the role and the success rates of third-party actors.
The dyads in Southeast Asia are fairly asymmetrical, by which we mean
that one party in conflict, invariably the rebel group, is small and usually
well outgunned and outmanned. A majority of the rebel groups in the
region during the study period fought wars in peripheral territories (by
these we mean border areas). These wars can be characterized as “sons-ofthe-soil” events (see Fearon 2004; Weiner 1978). Sons-of-the-soil conflicts are
typically rural-based civil wars that are low in intensity but have a tendency
to last a long time. Indeed, there have been many such wars in Asian
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countries, including Sri Lanka, India, Myanmar, Indonesia, China, the Philippines, and Papua New Guinea (see Fearon 2004). Sons-of-the-soil wars
involve a peripheral ethnic group that is fighting for autonomy or secession. The group is inextricably tied to the territory it occupies; tensions
mount when there is a valuable resource in the territory and the government adopts a policy of transmigration into the territory (e.g., Indonesia
and West Papua).
According to James Fearon (2004; see also Fearon and Laitin 2005),
sons-of-the-soil wars are difficult to resolve because of credible commitment issues. Each side expects the other to renege on any possible agreement. For example, if the rebels become relatively stronger, the government
might negotiate and offer greater autonomy, but later when the state gains
the upper hand in the region it can easily renege on such deals because no
outside authority has power to force it to keep its commitment (see Nilsson
2006). The government is unlikely to force an all-out confrontation because
the rebels do not directly threaten the central government. The government
would like to eliminate the rebels, but this is militarily difficult because the
rebels’ knowledge of the local terrain gives them an advantage. Therefore,
a relatively small band of rebels can sustain a long war. Such wars are
intermittent with occasional cease-fires and peace agreements. If the
groups are able to bring international attention to their plight because
of human rights violations, ethnic cleansing, and/or genocide, this may
strengthen their hands and possibly stimulate third-party engagement.
Fearon (2004) thus successfully accounts for persistent civil wars in
which the rebel force can be quite small. Many of these wars might well be
thought of as internal rivalries (see DeRouen and Bercovitch, forthcoming).
Small guerilla units can hide from the government, and, therefore, they
benefit from rugged terrain. They are weaker than the government, but the
latter cannot find them. As the rebel insurgency grows so does the probability of being turned in by deserters or the rural peasantry (e.g., Che
Guevara’s rebel army in Bolivia.)7 According to Fearon (2005), it may not be
worth the effort to capture or kill a few more rebels if this may require
increased military presence in the region.8 Thus, Fearon has explained
conditions for a long-term civil war that becomes stalemated.
Conflicts in the Southeast Asian region usually take place in areas with
transportation difficulties and seasonal weathers (i.e., monsoons) that may
correspond to the notion of “rugged” terrain. They are also low in intensity,
which may work against attracting third-party attention. International reaction may be triggered only if major action against civilians is reported by
outside media or by civil society organizations. If third parties do become
involved they are likely to be faced with uphill efforts in ending these
protracted wars.
In contradistinction, wars over control of national governments (e.g., El
Salvador) are expected to be more severe in some phases — and include
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explosive initial efforts (see Fearon 2004) by the insurgents — but shorter
and more tractable. These wars are not as directly affected by structural
factors such as secession, resources, or sons-of-the-soil dynamics. In the
context of the Cold War, many of these conflicts attracted armed intervention (e.g., Laos, Vietnam, Malaysia) that shaped their outcomes.
Among the conflicts in our sample, the Cambodian rebels (United
National Front for an Independent, Neutral, Peaceful, and Cooperative
Cambodia [FUNCINPEC]) fought for control of the national government. It
was periodically intense. With the aid of the United Nations and diminishing great-power patronage from China, the war came to an end. The wars
in Myanmar, on the other hand, have been mainly sons-of-the-soil variety.
Various regional ethnic groups have been involved in very long and intractable wars with the military junta that runs the country. These wars have
sometimes terminated with cease-fires or simply low activity, but they
typically reemerge after a brief respite.
The Aceh–government dyad in Indonesia is another example of a
sons-of-the-soil war. The Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (GAM) rebels in Aceh
fought for years for greater autonomy and/or secession. The Aceh region is
rich in natural gas reserves, which has also fed the conflict as the rebels
have fought for what they perceived as “their” natural resource. Controlling
the resources has been important for the government, which has been
willing to invest in the struggle to keep control, at the same time preventing
other ethnic groups from making similar demands.
The conflict in Papua, New Guinea was also a sons-of-the-soil event tied
to a large copper mine on the island of Bougainville. The inhabitants of
Bougainville — although ethnolinguistically diverse themselves — are ethnically different from those on the mainland. Thus, a low-intensity conflict
ensued with the Bougainville Revolutionary Army able to stop mining
operations, the government incapable of taking back control, and the rebels
pushing for secession.
Civil wars in Philippines have both religious and ethnic-secessionist
undertones. The religious struggles involve several separatist groups based
in the southern island of Mindanao fighting for autonomy or secession. A
similar situation exists in the southern Patani region of Thailand where we
have an assortment of rebel Muslim separatists classified under the heading
“Patani insurgents.”
In the next section we address the issue of how a third party, of any
sort, can become involved in such conflicts, and what it can achieve if it is
involved.

Third-Party Conflict Management
Given all the difficulties and complex nature of such conflicts, how are they
to be terminated or managed? Clearly, negotiations between the parties
would not be workable. Many states would avoid any overt form of
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intervention in a conflict that can legitimately be seen as essentially internal. The only viable and effective way to deal with such conflicts is to
initiate some form of peaceful third-party activity (see Crocker, Hampson,
and Aall 2005) Third-party intervention is particularly useful in the context
of intrastate conflicts (see Bercovitch and DeRouen 2005). Mediation can
help the parties overcome many of the difficulties and information barriers
they face. Mediation can help each side save face while at the same time
adopting an exit strategy. Because it is noncoercive and nonbinding, mediation is a particularly attractive policy option for parties in internal conflicts.
It will be useful to define certain terms and concepts as used in this
article. A third party is defined as a party that is involved in either helping
the warring parties to reframe issues that define their conflict, to reduce
overt conflict behavior, or to regulate other matters relating to the interaction between the adversaries (see Bercovitch 1997; Wallensteen 2007). The
involvement of a third party may sometimes benefit one of the warring
parties more than the other, or, in the extreme case, the third party may
even become militarily involved against one of them.9
Given the multiplicity of conflicts in the world today, it is hardly
surprising that numerous third parties are willing and eager to get involved
in conflicts, both internal and interstate. We divide third parties into one of
the following categories:
•

a state, defined here as any political entity found in the List of Independent States (Gleditsch and Ward 1999);

•

an intergovernmental organization, a grouping of states with formal
statutes and a formal name (i.e., the United Nations, Association of
Southeast Asian Nations, etc.); and

• any other type of third party, which includes nongovernmental organizations (NGO), independent individuals, or religious organizations (see
Bercovitch and Schneider 2000).
Each category of third parties has its own characteristics and modes
of interventions, and these interventions can take different forms. For
example, we have classified talks into four types: indirect, direct, bilateral,
and unclear talks.
By indirect talks we mean talks where the warring parties do not talk
face-to-face but indirectly through the third party acting as an intermediary
or mediator. The mediator relays information from one party to the other.
In order for an event from our data set to be coded as mediation, it must be
substantially validated that the third party actually transmits information
from one warring party to the other; shuttle diplomacy is an example.
By bilateral talks, we include talks between the third party and one of
the warring parties. Bilateral talks differ from indirect talks in that we do
not have considerable reason to believe that the third party is passing along
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information between the warring parties when going from one party to the
other. In many of the bilateral talks, the third party is only talking to one of
the warring parties, most often the government. The goals of the third party
include passing along information and perhaps simply exploring the positions of the parties. These bilateral talks can include official visits in which
the conflict is discussed.
When the combatants meet face-to-face with a third party present, we
have coded that as direct talks.
Finally, when the character of the talks is uncertain, we have coded the
talks as unclear, that is, there is not sufficient information to say whether
the talks were indirect, direct, or bilateral.
In addition to the different types of talks, the data set includes information about third-party events that can be observed and measured, such as
fact-finding missions, good offices, arbitration, permanent observers, and
peacekeeping operations. These are different forms of third-party activity,
each with its own logic, structure, and set of behaviors.
In a fact-finding mission, a delegation seeks to establish the facts of
the conflict, for example, whether human rights abuses, instances of violence, or violations of cease-fires have taken place. In good offices events, a
third-party country offers the warring parties the opportunity to meet on
safe and neutral ground. It does not actively engage in direct talks with the
parties but only facilitates the talks by providing locations and facilities and
other logistical and material support.
In arbitration, a third party issues a binding decision on a matter, for
example, an international court ruling, after both parties have agreed that
the third party will decide. Permanent observers are deployed by third
parties with representation and with the stated purpose of preventing
and/or managing the conflict. Finally, we have also included peacekeeping
operations in the dataset.

Third-Party Intervention in Low-Intensity Conflicts:
Evidence from Southeast Asia
In this section of the article,we look at the record of third-party intervention
in the conflicts listed in Table One. To reiterate, we only look at third-party
involvement in low-intensity warring dyads that have not yet experienced
war, which is defined as a conflict leading to at least one thousand battlerelated deaths in a year. Thus the focus here is on preventive actions aimed
at managing conflict and reducing the likelihood of escalation.
Figure Three displays the most active third parties in the region. We
find that The Humanitarian Dialogue Centre (HDC) in Geneva, an NGO,
has been the most active third party in the region.10 Several regional
actors are also among the most active ones. In addition, major actors such
as the United States, the United Nations, and small countries with a strong
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Figure Three
Ten Most Active Third Parties, Southeast Asia 1993–2004
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tradition of peacemaking such as Switzerland and Sweden are also taking
active roles in Southeast Asia.
The Geneva-based HDC, an NGO devoted to conflict resolution, proposed to mediate in the Aceh, Indonesia conflict in 2000, and became the
most frequent mediator in talks there between the parties. The HDC mediated direct talks and also engaged in bilateral talks with the government of
Indonesia and the exiled GAM leadership in Sweden. All of HDC’s efforts
were directed toward Aceh.
The United States’s involvement in the region, confined to bilateral
talks, was mainly directed toward the conflict in Aceh (eight events of
engagement) and the conflict in the Philippine region of Mindanao (fifteen
events). In the Philippines, the United States engaged in talks with both the
government and (mostly) the rebel Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG) concerning the
taking of hostages, which is a common occurrence in the conflict over
Mindanao. The United States also increased its third-party presence in the
conflict following the start of the “war on terror” in late 2001, engaging
the government in talks on the conflict and on perceived links between
Muslim groups in the Philippines and the Taliban movement in Afghanistan.
Australia and the Solomon Islands were the most important preventive
diplomacy actors in the Papua New Guinea conflict over Bougainville in the
time period of the study. The Solomon Islands acted as a mediator, engaged
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in bilateral talks with both of the warring parties, and gave good offices at
several occasions. Australia engaged the government in bilateral talks, often
supporting the government’s position, and facilitated talks and provided
good offices for conferences and high-level meetings between the parties.
In 1997, after the conflict in Papua New Guinea turned into one of low
military activity (i.e., the violence diminished to less than twenty-five battlerelated deaths, which is the UCDP threshold for inclusion), New Zealand
and Australia became active in facilitating an agreement, but this activity
falls outside our data set, which only records preventive activity when
conflicts are above the threshold for a minor armed conflict.
The majority of the efforts undertaken by the United Nations and
Thailand were directed at the many conflicts in Myanmar. Both third parties
were engaged in bilateral talks with the government side. These talks did
not so much address the conflict with the opposition All Burma Students
Democratic Front as they did the general situation of democracy and
human rights in Myanmar.
The majority of the Malaysian measures (thirteen out of seventeen)
were directed toward the conflict in the Patani region of Thailand, which
borders Malaysia. Malaysia held several rounds of bilateral talks with the
Thai government on issues of border security, border patrols, and economic
development for the Muslim areas in southern Thailand. Malaysia also
criticized heavy-handed government actions against the Muslim population.
Japan’s efforts focused on the conflicts in Cambodia and in Aceh. In
Aceh, Japan was part of the “Quartet,” a coalition that also comprised the
United States, the World Bank, and the European Union, which cosponsored
the peace process and put pressure on the Indonesian government to
return to negotiations when these faltered. Countries such as Switzerland
and Sweden also contributed to help avert war in the region. A notable
number of good offices were given by Switzerland (all the efforts made by
the Swiss were good offices) and Sweden. (Geneva is the home base of the
HDC and Sweden harbored the exiled leaders of the rebel group, GAM.)
The presence of the GAM leaders in Sweden also prompted the Swedish
and Indonesian governments to hold a series of talks, both on the conflict
and on the Indonesian demands that the leadership be extradited to Indonesia to stand trial for committing “terrorist” attacks.

Types of Third-Party Engagement in Southeast Asia
Figure Four displays the different types of efforts taken in Southeast Asia for
the period of 1993–2004. It shows that bilateral talks are undoubtedly the
most common approach to handling low-intensity, persistent civil wars in
the region. The most common strategy seems to be to maintain dialogue
with one warring party at a time. The results also indicate that it is more
common for third parties to engage in bilateral talks with the government
side than with the rebels. The category talks in Figure Four includes

Negotiation Journal

October 2007 383

Figure Four
Types of Third-Party Attention in Southeast Asia, 1993–2004
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indirect, direct, and unclear types of talks. Eighteen of these events were
direct — that is, the parties met face-to-face — in contrast to indirect talks
where the parties communicated only through a mediator. Most of the
direct talks concerned the conflict in Aceh, Indonesia (thirteen of them).
All of these talks were mediated by the HDC. Some direct talks were also
held in response to the conflicts in Bougainville, Papua New Guinea (five),
Cambodia (three), and Mindanao, Philippines (one).
Most of the good-offices efforts concerned the conflicts in Bougainville, Papua New Guinea, and the conflict in Aceh, Indonesia. In Bougainville, Australia facilitated most of the good offices, and in Aceh, Indonesia
they were facilitated mostly by Sweden or Switzerland.
The fact-finding efforts took place in Indonesia, Myanmar, Papua New
Guinea, the Philippines, and Thailand. The third parties engaged in these
events were, for the most part, NGOs such as Amnesty International, the
HDC, and other regional and local organizations.
Only one peacekeeping mission was deployed in an armed conflict in
the region: the Truce Monitoring Group (TMG), comprising peacekeepers
from New Zealand, Australia, Fiji, and Vanuatu, was sent to Bougainville,
Papua New Guinea. No arbitrations or permanent observations took
place in the region.
Table Two presents the type of third-party engagement in each of the
conflicts in the region.
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Table Two
Types and Number of Engagements by Conflict
Conflict

Other*

Indirect
Talks

Bilateral

Total

Indonesia (Aceh)
Papua New Guinea (Bougainville)
Philippines (Mindanao)
Thailand (Patani)
Cambodia
Myanmar
Myanmar (Shan)
Myanmar (Karen)
Myanmar (Karenni)
Myanmar (Mon)
Myanmar (Wa)
Myanmar (Arakan)
Totals

16
11
2
6
4
1
2
0
0
0
0
0
42

13
5
1
0
3
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
22

44
23
31
25
24
15
3
3
1
1
0
0
170

73
39
34
31
31
16
5
3
1
1
0
0
234

*includes good offices, arbitration, fact-finding, permanent observers, and peacekeeping.

The conflict in Aceh received the most attention by third parties, as
shown in Table Two. The parties to the conflict engaged in a serious peace
process from 2000 to mid-2003, with the HDC as the main active third
party.11 The relatively numerous efforts (seventy-three) to help resolve the
conflict in Aceh were undertaken during a five-year period (1999–2004).
In contrast, Myanmar received the least attention, with only twenty-six
combined third-party efforts undertaken during a ten-year period (1994–
2003). As stated before, the territorial conflicts in Myanmar received very
little or no attention at all from the international community, as shown in
Table Two. The third parties that did engage themselves in Myanmar were
the United Nations (ten attempts) and Thailand (nine attempts). A few
attempts were also made by Australia, the United States, and Amnesty
International. In Myanmar, many of the bilateral talks held with Thailand as
a third party dealt with how to handle the refugee situation in the border
region of Myanmar and Thailand. The U.N. was also concerned about
displaced people and the general humanitarian situation in the country.
In Bougainville, Papua New Guinea, the parties met without a mediator
in 1993, after three years without any talks at all. In the beginning of 1994,
bilateral talks between the government and third-party regional states were
held. Direct negotiations brokered by the Solomon Islands did not start
until later that year. When the rebels declined to attend a peace conference
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and at the same time withdrew from the peace process, the situation
escalated. In 1995, talks resumed, but the momentum had been lost. Formal
negotiations finally restarted in July 1997 in New Zealand. In late 1997 the
parties agreed on the imposition of a Truce Monitoring Group and drew up
plans for a high-level meeting of the leaders of the warring parties. The
peace process continued through 1998, and the conflict was settled in 2001
within the framework of the Bougainville Peace Agreement.
In Mindanao, Philippines, third parties did little initially to prevent the
conflict from escalating. But in 1996 a peace agreement was signed between
the government and the largest warring faction in the conflict, the Moro
National Liberation Front (MNLF), but neither of the other two rebel groups,
the ASG nor the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), was a party to this
agreement. Instead the government entered into direct talks with the MILF
regarding a cease-fire. The talks were interrupted and restarted several times
in the next few years. In 1998, the MILF and the government signed a
cessation of hostilities and agreed on further talks. Because of the situation’s
instability, the government and the MILF signed another cease-fire agreement in January 1999 and once again agreed to start formal talks. In 2000,
the ASG became involved in talks with the government following a host of
hostage-takings. The hostage situations drew international attention, and
Libya, Malaysia, and the United States engaged the government in a series of
bilateral talks on these issues throughout the year. This pattern of talks and
negotiations was repeated in 2001 and 2002. In 2003 and 2004, the U.S.
entered into a number of bilateral talks with the Filipino government on
action against the ASG, but no further negotiations with the ASG were held.
In Thailand, the first year of conflict concerning the Patani region saw
almost no talks related to the conflict. When the conflict intensified in 2004,
however, so did the preventive activity, and the Malaysian and Thai governments held bilateral talks on how to thwart the insurgency.Throughout 2004
additional summits with regional and international organizations were held,
and the Patani insurgency was debated. A number of fact-finding missions
were active during 2004, one launched by European countries under the
auspices of the European Commission, one that comprised Muslim nations,
and one conducted by a human rights commission in Thailand.
In Cambodia, regional third parties such as the Association of South
East Asian Nations (ASEAN), Japan, and Thailand were among the most
involved outside actors. Because of its history as a former colonial master
in Cambodia, France also engaged actively in the conflicts. Talks involving
these third parties started in July 1997, when FUNCINPEC, a royalist political party, renewed its armed struggle against the government. In 1998,
negotiations produced some progress with both FUNCINPEC and the government of Cambodia announcing unilateral cease-fires in February, the
latter after talks with EU and French representatives. In late March, the
exiled FUNCINPEC leaders returned to Cambodia, following talks between
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the United Nations, European diplomats, and the warring parties. Later that
year, the talks led to an agreement where the parties again committed
themselves to the 1991 peace agreement.

The Effectiveness of Third-Party Involvement:
Some Preliminary Findings
One obvious indicator of third-party effectiveness is the achievement of an
agreement; another is the duration of such an agreement. We treat outcome
as a dichotomous measure coded here for months in which a mutual
agreement was signed. Mutual agreements include any agreement (formal
or informal) between the warring parties that regulates either the incompatibility of the conflict (i.e., it resolves the key disagreements among the
parties) or that regulates any form of conflict behavior (such as withdrawal
of troops). While the occurrence of an agreement at approximately the
same time as third-party involvement does not prove causality, we can
nevertheless show some degree of association. The data collected here can
be used to identify the forms of involvement associated with agreements.
A good place to begin our analyses is with bilateral talks and mediation.
Talks are coded as bilateral if a third party speaks to only one of the warring
parties and there is no evidence of information passing between warring
parties. We also code this variable for a period of two months following the
talk based on the expectation that talks might have a delayed effect.
Mediation follows the same coding rules as direct talks, but only when
the third party is an intermediary and shares or facilitates the exchange of
information between warring parties. We found twenty-two months in
which mediation took place. The HDC was the most frequent mediator
with twelve events. Other mediators were France (two), Solomon Islands
(three), ASEAN (one), the U.N. (one), the Red Cross (one), a Catholic priest
(one), and two other NGOs (one each).
A cross-national time-series data set was created, with months as the
time variable and dyads as the panel. In this way we have also been able to
capture months in which the dependent variable (agreement) did not
occur. Using simple cross-tab measures of association, we found no evidence of a statistically significant relationship between bilateral talks
and agreements (c2 = 0.23, P = 0.63, n = 672). We found, however, a strong
positive relationship between mediation and agreements (c2 = 22.15,
P = 0.000, n = 672).
We also analyzed the specific actions of the United Nations and the
United States. U.S.-sponsored bilateral talks were not significantly associated with agreements (c2 = 1.97, P = 0.16, n = 672). Most of these U.S.
bilateral talks were with governments. The U.N. fared no better with its
bilateral talks (c2 = 0.005, P = 0.95, n = 672).
We argue, therefore, that third-party efforts to bring warring parties to
agreement should be viewed as cumulative processes:impact can most likely
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only be expected over a period of time.Thus the fruitless attempts by the HDC
to deal with the situation in Aceh may still have served as a basis for the
negotiations conducted in 2005 by the Helsinki-based Crisis Management
Initiative.The enormous impact of the Indian Ocean tsunami cannot be overlooked, however. Similarly, the many attempts in the Bougainville conflict,
spanning more than a decade from the first cease-fire agreement in 1990,may
have served to acquaint the parties with the opponent’s interests and
perceptions, ultimately resulting in an agreement with lasting potential.12
Another striking feature of the data analyses is that many of the
mediation attempts involved third parties from outside the region. To
some extent these were actors in the adjacent region (Australia, New
Zealand, and the Solomon Islands), but largely they were from even more
distant regions. Many of the talks were actually based in smaller countries
in Europe such as Switzerland, Sweden, and later, Finland. This complements the Norwegian involvement in the conflict between the Sri Lankan
government and the Tamil Tigers, which included a Nordic cease-fire monitoring mission. The 2005 agreement on Aceh included EU observation.
The fact that there were few regionally based third-party actions in
the area reflects the sensitivity of the territorial conflicts. The involvement
of neighboring countries would have given rise to fear of other forms of
intrusion. Thus, small, distant, even NGO activities are seen as preferable.
Such efforts, however, lack resources to reward the parties or even monitor
the transitions from war to peace. Thus, the inability to develop regional
third-party efforts may be an additional explanation for why so many
territorial conflicts in the region become particularly protracted.
Southeast Asia experiences more internal conflicts and fewer indigenous
interventions than any other region of the world. This alone makes conflict
in the region particularly important. What we find is that where a third party
does intervene in a regional internal conflict,it is mostly an outside third party,
and more often than not, an NGO, rather than the government of a state.
Clearly, the characteristics of the conflicts in the region militate against
success.Asymmetric,government-versus-rebels conflicts that tend to become
protracted and complex are not ideal conflicts for intervention. The relative
disparity in power between the disputants and the nature of the issues make
many local states and organizations quite reluctant to toy with the idea of
mediation. This is why, we believe, outside NGOs or international organizations are the most likely third-party interveners.
Our findings indicate that actors in the region are all too well aware of
the special features of internal conflicts in their region and are thus understandably not too happy about embracing a mediatory role. There is thus a
pronounced division of labor internationally in the area of international
mediation, where contiguous neighbors refuse to mediate, but distant organizations and NGOs take such mediation on. And they do so even though
the conflicts they intervene in show no signs of being in a “hurting
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stalemate” (Zartman 2000). (By “hurting stalemate” we mean a situation
where parties to a conflict experience increased costs that compel them to
search for different, nonviolent, ways of dealing with their conflict.)

Conclusion
This article focuses on Southeast Asian internal warring dyads that have not
yet escalated to full-scale war. While Southeast Asia experiences the most
frequent incidence of civil war, it receives the lowest level of attention from
the international community in comparison to other regions. This article
uses an original data set on third-party involvement in Southeast Asian civil
wars from 1993 to 2004. We note that there are many warring dyads in the
region, and that their conflicts are costly, relatively intractable, and defy
many attempts at termination. Like other civil wars, once these begin, they
are difficult to terminate and even more difficult to resolve. The “sons-ofthe-soil” idea provides a good theoretical explanation for the temporal
dynamics of most of these conflicts. Asymmetry and conflicts over contraband produce high numbers of fatalities and make the conflict costly and
increasingly likely to recur. It is precisely such conflicts that we would
expect international and regional organizations to pay the most attention
to, but this is not the case.
Southeast Asian civil wars attract a disproportionately low number of
third-party management efforts. The type of issue in conflict (e.g., contraband, resources) and the nature of the parties in conflict (e.g., asymmetrical
power resources) may well explain why so few regional states or organizations are keen to intervene. Such conflicts do not lend themselves to
outside intervention, and that may be one major reason why we see them
ending temporarily, only to become violent again.
The region has also experienced comparatively few multilateral peacekeeping missions, and that may well be another reason why so many civil
wars reoccur. (See Doyle and Sambanis 2000 on the relationship between
peacekeeping and longer peace.) As noted previously, in conflicts involving
rebel groups it is hard to get a credible commitment to peace from a
government or a rebel group. Many of the conflicts we examined are of this
kind, and many outside parties are all too well aware of the difficulties of
managing such conflicts.
We find that neither the United Nations nor the major powers are in a
position to manage or terminate civil wars in Southeast Asia. Perhaps the
conditions are just not those in which the parties feel they have suffered
enough (what we may call a “hurting stalemate”), or perhaps they are just
not conducive to third-party intervention. When intervention does occur in
this context, it is mostly by outside organizations or NGOs. These are actors
that have the least to lose and most to gain from success. Their stakes in any
particular, evolving, or enduring outcome is low. Their mode of intervention is not invasive but rather mostly facilitative, with an emphasis on
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encouraging negotiations and dialogue between the parties. This is a lowcost, low-stakes third-party intervention, and this seems to be the form that
typifies interventions in the region.
Third-party interventions are neither as numerous nor as effective in
this region as they should be, and this is precisely why they are needed the
most. This study demonstrates that — in the absence of a multitrack
diplomacy based on local, regional, and international resources, and a varied
set of tools ranging from peacekeeping to postconflict reconstruction —
civil wars in Southeast Asia will continue to pose a serious threat to
regional and international security.
NOTES
This research was funded by the Folke Bernadotte Academy of Sweden and the Marsden Fund of
the Royal Society of New Zealand. The information on third-party involvement used here is part
of the “Managing Intrastate Low-level Conflict” (MILC 1.0) data set compiled by the UCDP, in
cooperation with Folke Bernadotte Academy. We appreciate the comments and assistance of Stina
Högbladh, Ralph Sundberg, and Johan Brosché.
1. These calculations are done based on annual termination data compiled at Uppsala
University by Joakim Kreutz (2006).
2. The region covers all countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
plus Papua New Guinea.
3. The U.N. Security Council has rarely attended to situations in this region, with the
exception of East Timor/Timor-Leste, where the events of 1999, however, did not constitute an
armed conflict but rather one-sided violence against civilians. Protracted armed conflicts in Burma/
Myanmar and the Philippines have so far not led to a Chapter VII decision of the Council.
(Chapter VII is the chapter of the United Nations charter governing actions with respect to threats
to the peace, breaches of the peace, and acts of aggression.) See Wallensteen (2007).
4. The government of Myanmar versus the Rohingia Solidarity Organization in the territory
of Arakan, the Mong Tai Army in Shan, and the United Wa State Army in Wa.
5. These calculations are based on data from Kreutz (2006).
6. For the origins of this, see Wallensteen and Möller (2003). The Folke Bernadotte Academy
made important contributions to the data set.
7. This was not a sons-of-the soil war but an ideological conflict and thus was easier to
abandon.
8. This also ties in to the sons-of-the-soil argument described by Fearon. The government will
often not go all out in a region if they have the upper hand and are able to control the rebels even
while unable to eradicate them.
9. Third parties may be secondary supporting parties (e.g., providing economic support) to
the warring parties but cannot be secondary warring parties (i.e., a party that enters a conflict with
troops to actively support one of the sides in the conflict and shares the position on the conflict
with one of the parties). According to the UCDP (2006b) database, if the third party has dual
characteristics, for example, the Dutch Prime Minister representing the European Union, the third
party is coded in line with the formal representation. (In this case, the prime minister formally
represents the EU, not the Netherlands.)
10. The information on third-party engagement is largely based on the coding and conflict
prevention summaries written by UCDP members Johan Brosché and Ralph Sundberg (UCDP
2006b). Note that this covers events until the end of 2004. By the time of the Indian Ocean tsunami,
the Helsinki-based Conflict Management Initiative had began to take over the role of HDC, but its
main activities took place in 2005. See Harriet Martin (2006: 65–99) for an account of HDC’s
involvement.
11. The information on third-party engagement is largely based on the coding and conflictprevention summaries written by UCDP members Johan Brosché and Ralph Sundberg (UCDP
2006b)
12. For the Bougainville process, see Accord 12 (2002).

390

Möller, DeRouen, Bercovitch, and Wallensteen

Third Parties in Civil Wars in Southeast Asia

REFERENCES
Accord 12. 2002: Weaving consensus: The Papua New Guinea–Bougainville peace process.
London: Conciliation Resources.
Bercovitch, J. 1997. Mediation in international conflict: an overview of theory — a review of
practice. In Peacemaking in international conflict: Methods and techniques. Edited by I. W.
Zartman & L. Rasmussen. Washington, DC: U.S.I.P. Press.
Bercovitch, J. and K. DeRouen. 2005. Managing ethnic civil wars: Assessing the determinants of
successful mediation. Civil Wars 7(1): 84–100.
Bercovitch, J. and G. Schneider. 2000. Who mediates: The political economy of international conflict
management. Journal of Peace Research 37(2): 145–165.
Crocker, C.A., F.O. Hampson, and P. Aall (eds). 2005. Grasping the nettle: Analyzing cases of
intractable conflicts. Washington, DC: U.S. Institute of Peace.
DeRouen, K. and J. Bercovitch. Forthcoming. Enduring internal rivalries: A new framework for the
study of civil war. Journal of Peace Research.
Doyle, M. and N. Sambanis. 2000. International peacebuilding: A theoretical and quantitative
analysis. American Political Science Review 94(4): 779–801.
Fearon, J. 2004. Why do some civil wars last so much longer than others? Journal of Peace
Research 41(3): 275–301.
— — —. 2005. Civil war since 1945: Some facts and a theory. Paper presented at Annual Meeting
of the American Political Science Association, Washington, DC.
Fearon, J. and D. Laitin. 2005. Sons of the soil, immigrants, and civil war. Unpublished book
manuscript, Stanford University, CA.
Gleditsch, K.S. and M.D. Ward. 1999. Interstate system membership: A revised list of the independent states since 1816. International Interactions 25: 393–413.
Kreutz, J. 2006. How wars end. Unpublished paper, Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Uppsala
University, Sweden. Available from (http://www.pcr.uu.se/publications/UCDP_pub/
Kreutz_how_conflicts_end061013.pdf.)
Martin, H. 2006. Kings of peace, pawns of war. London, New York: Continuum.
Nilsson, D. 2006. In the shadow of settlement. Research Report No 73, Department of Peace and
Conflict Research, Uppsala University, Sweden.
UCDP. 2006a. Active dyads in the regions, 1989–2005. Available from http://www.pcr.uu.se/
research/UCDP/graphs/dyads_year_reg.gif.
— — —. 2006b. Uppsala conflict database definitions. Available at http://www.pcr.uu.se/database/
definitions_all.htm.
UOC. 2006. Internal Conflicts in Southeast Asia 1945–2003. Available from http://
www.posc.canterbury.ac.nz/research/apcr/index.shtml.
Wallensteen, P. 2007. Understanding conflict resolution. War, peace and the global system, 2nd
edn. London: Sage.
Wallensteen, P. and F. Möller. 2003. Conflict prevention: Methodology for knowing the unknown.
Uppsala Peace Research Papers, No 7. Uppsala University: Department of Peace and Conflict
Research. Available from http://www.pcr.uu.se/publications/UPRP_pdf/UPRP_No._7.pdf.
Weiner, M. 1978. Sons of the soil migration and ethnic conflict in India. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.
Zartman, W. I. 2000. Ripeness: Hurting stalemate and beyond. In International conflict after the
cold war, edited by P. Stern and D. Druckman. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Negotiation Journal

October 2007 391

