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Demand for civil society activation.

The recently conducted reliable sociological survey has indicated that the majority of respondents in Azerbaijan (70%) do not see compromises in Karabakh conflict resolution. Delegating the issue of Nagorno-Karabakh status to referendum in Nagorno Karabakh conditionally to the return of Azerbaijanis was shared by 12.7% of respondents.
 The opinion poll was conducted in the end of 2009 - the year, when peace negotiations between governments have been as intensive as never before. 

Peaceful initiatives of human rights activists go back to 1992, when Arzu Abdullayeva, Chairman of Azerbaijani Branch of Helsinki citizens Assembly, visited Armenia. In other words it has now counted 18 year long history. We may rightfully pose a question: did opinion poll reflected any irrecoverable enmity between neighboring nations, or were the survey outcomes a result of insufficient work and failure of peace champions in the government and civil society? 

Despite intensive term of negotiations in 2009, the so called renovated Madrid principles suggested by co-chairs of OSCE Minsk Group, have not moved negotiations forward, this time because of tough stand of Armenia, which has been still refusing the acceptance. Under such deadlock expectations from civil society have increased. However feasibility and conditionality for strengthening the role of civil society require further insight. 

The organized civil society, human rights activists and journalists, has been working on peace initiatives for almost two decades. And we can now define following important milestones and stages of their work. At the very inception of the conflict civil society organizations were driving forces of nationalist sentiments. National governments, political institutions inherited from Soviet era, were keeping softer position and working to calm down the tension and clashes. Those traditional institutions were gradually loosing control over developments, whereas civil society actors grew gaining popular support while demanding government accountability and democratic changes. It has been a kind of contest for political leadership. 

Three stages of civil society peace work
The magnitude of violence has shaken up non-government actors. Leaders of healthiest civil society groups have been committed to promote peaceful aspirations. That was a fist stage of civic peace initiatives. Peace builders of both sides started addressing the reasons of the conflict and managed to achieve mutual consent about conflict origins. The role of Russia in inflating the hostility as well as lack of maturity of political leadership and public institutions has become evident.  

Enlightenment of citizens about roots of disaster was bigger difficulty. The contest brought to temporary shift of political power in both countries. However traditional post-soviet elite could change the track and picked up nationalist argumentation for their own use. They have come back to power and effectively worked to strengthen their regime. In Azerbaijan we may state that full government control and domination over political space and society was actually re-established after 1998. 

However the second stage of civil society engagement in conflict transformation was still characterized by acceptable level of coordination with government. Practical challenges of conflict transformation required settlement of hostages and war prisoners’ issues.  Until 1995 government in Azerbaijan applauded such civil society efforts. Almost all war prisoners and hostages were released thanks to coordinated activities of human rights defenders and national governments. 

We may state that going through this successful stage of peace efforts civil society has increased its significance as well as government has got more stability and control over the country and population. Government grasp of society was driven by authoritarian aspirations, whereas civil society advancement stimulated protesting responses. Engagement in broader human rights agenda, active work against human rights abuses in the country finally generated an impetus for the government to confront independent civil society and work to create well controlled civil society organizations.

Third phase of government and civil society dynamics in conflict resolution has been featured by offensive attitude of government toward NGOs. Whip and carrot policy, almost full government control over the media, were used to discredit the NGO work and jeopardized civil society initiatives.

Features of current stage of civil society engagement

The third stage was characterized by deeper expert research of the conflict structure and intensions to develop different scenarios of conflict transformation. Another feature was advancement toward international level of expert grasp and attempts to achieve reconciliation of conflicting positions. 

To sum up specifics of the current third phase we could emphasize the followings. On the government side:

· Conflict generated opportunities for governments to increase authoritarian ambitions and curtail the space for civil society actors

· Curtailing social support to political opposition forced them seeking a support in vague protest sentiments and actually reduced their competitiveness with eloquent nationalist argumentation of the government  
· Nether war no peace stand-by worked for diminishing of freedom of expression and freedom of assembly 
On civil society side we could observe:

· Capsulation of well advanced civil society expertise on conflict resolution

· Some progress in regional networking and international civil society initiatives

· Demand for the release of accumulated civil society potential within narrow expert groups in order to contribute to a deadlock of peace negotiations.

What can be done to reinforce civil society engagement?
The outstanding question is what should be done and are there openings to reinforce the role of civil society?

· It is evident that improvements of human rights and democracy reforms internally in conflicting societies are critical for conflict resolution. Unfortunately this is a stumbling block in relations between civil society, government and international actors. However persistent work and commitments with Council of Europe and Eastern partnership program of the EU can provide some leverages for democracy and human rights improvements.

· Civil society initiatives need more security from their governments and more resources to support their expansion toward wider constituencies in their respective countries. Civil society and governments should not ct as contesting parties in peace and confidence building.
· More coordination and cooperation is required between think tanks and civil society initiatives in Europe and in conflicting countries.

· There is probably a need for convocation of donor meeting to define and coordinate assistances 

· Calendar of activities should be developed and endorsed by national governments and international agencies to intensify both in-country debates and international dialogue.

Are there all external factors coincided to promote and implement this ambitious agenda?

Sporadic interventions by international organizations did lack systemic approach and sensible back-up from national governments. Assistance to the peace work of local civil society was predominantly provided by European governments that were not in substantial partnerships with South Caucasus and might not have enough influence upon national governments: Netherlands, Sweden, Finland, and Belgium. Big players are not seen dedicated and invested in civil society support for conflict transformation. As to EU, along with direct support to civil society institutions NGO activists can also expect their additional efforts to  create more secured and favorable space for civic contributions by using leverages of Eastern Partnership instruments with national governments. Engagements of powerful players could create a critical mass for the launch of substantial civil society work of confidence building.  

�  Azerbaijan in 2006 – 2010:  Sociological monitoring. Baku 2010, p. 29.
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