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The Project on Justice in Times of Transition 
 
Tim Phillips 
 
 
Introduction to the Project and Its Historical Context 
 
The end of the cold war and the collapse of communism throughout Central and Eastern Europe 
and the Soviet Union at the end of the twentieth century represented a fundamental change in 
global politics that was revolutionary in its importance, ushering in a wave of newly independent 
states eager to hold free and fair elections, establish the rule of law, modernize their economies 
and join forces with the West.  
 
Western governments and nonprofit organizations rushed in to assist these new states on a range 
of critical issues, including the design of new constitutions and democratic institutions, the 
creation of market economies, and the establishment of independent media and other institutions 
of civil society.  All of these efforts were much needed, forward-looking in nature and designed 
to facilitate the transition to democracy and to help prepare these states for membership in the 
larger international community. Yet in the euphoric early days of the transition from communism 
to democracy something fundamental was missing: a serious public debate about the recent past.  
 
The totalitarian regimes of the communist East Bloc viewed the state as the ultimate source of 
power and legitimacy, and they sought to control almost every aspect of their citizens’ daily life. 
This highly toxic environment lasted for decades and permeated the institutions, everyday life 
and mindsets of citizens who fought a daily battle for survival and basic dignity under 
communism. After decades of repression, how could the new democracies of Europe transition 
into fully democratic states unless a new concept of citizenship and new habits of mind were 
formed among their citizens?  Suspicion of everyone and every action was rampant under 
communism, and this attitude would not disappear overnight, particularly because communism 
collapsed quickly in Central and Eastern Europe rather than declining over a longer period of 
time, which could have allowed these issues to be addressed in a less politicized and more 
tolerant manner. 
 
Dictatorships, particularly those of the all-intrusive totalitarian form, often force their subjects 
into situations that people in free countries would never understand. Adam Michnik, one of 
Poland’s most eminent intellectuals who was a leading dissident under communism, has pointed 
out that ordinary people were coerced into some degree of collaboration with the communist 
regime in order to lead normal lives and simply care for their families. Yet every interaction with 
the state was an insult to an individual’s dignity and honor. If you wanted to acquire a passport to 
visit a sick relative in the United States, for example, the passport authorities would tell you that 
they would give you the proper document as long as you would agree to spy on the people you 
met with and anyone else the state deemed important. At that point, according to Michnik, the 
average citizen is forced to make a fundamental decision: do I say yes and thus compromise my 
integrity and become a collaborator; say no and sign away my job, my apartment, my children’s 
education; or lie to the authorities and agree to spy but only provide false or useless information?  
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If you choose to live by your principles and refuse to collaborate, you put everything at risk and 
become known as an enemy of the state. In Michnik’s view, ordinary people should have the 
right not to be heroes. 
 
Democracies seek to provide the maximum freedom to their citizens, and the legitimacy of the 
democratic state depends on the free will of the people.  How could trust in the state, an essential 
building block for democratic nations, be developed in former communist countries where the 
bonds of trust with the state were nonexistent or at best limited?  How could trust be developed 
when intelligence services were spying on everyone and forcing neighbors, coworkers and even 
family members to spy on each other? 
 
It was in response to this complex and painful legacy that the Project on Justice in Times of 
Transition was born. Founded in 1992, the Project initially was designed to assist the new leaders 
of Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union confront their nations’ poisonous 
history of communist repression, to help them identify and address the difficult and complex 
issues of human rights violations, to explore ways to deal with former collaborators and state 
security files—and to do so in a way that respected the rule of law and contributed to the 
building of tolerant and sustainable democratic societies.  
 
In the first few years of its work, the Project primarily focused on the urgent needs of the post-
communist countries in Europe, but it soon broadened its efforts to include countries moving 
from violent conflict to peace.  Since its inception, the Project has organized more than 50 major 
initiatives around the world using its pioneering methodology of shared experience, which is 
based on two fundamental principles: that people can learn from the experiences of others, and 
that people can change. By bringing leaders from one country to share their experiences in 
addressing the aftermath of conflict or repression with their counterparts in another country 
grappling with similar challenges, the Project has helped build trust between once bitter enemies 
in what were seemingly intractable conflicts, and our methodology has been replicated in 
hundreds of settings around the world. 
 
The Project on Justice in Times of Transition has earned a global reputation for its ground-
breaking work in transitional justice—a field it is credited with launching—and in conflict 
resolution, and for its significant contributions to peace, reconciliation and the rule of law in 
South Africa, Northern Ireland, Central America, the Balkans and the former communist states 
of Europe.  
 
The Inspiration for the Project 
 
The idea that led to the creation of the Project on Justice in Times of Transition originated in  
May 1991 when I attended a two-week seminar at the Salzburg Seminar, an American 
educational institution in Salzburg, Austria, that brings together emerging leaders from countries 
around the world to discuss important policy and cultural issues. I had been awarded a fellowship 
to take part in a program on the environment and sustainable development that included 
participants from more than twenty countries. Among them were many former dissidents from 
the emerging democracies of Central and Eastern Europe who now held leadership positions in 
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their countries, including posts as government ministers, parliamentarians and heads of 
nongovernmental organizations. 
 
I was invited to participate in the program because of recent work I had done in the United States 
on climate change and sustainable development. In 1989, as I started to become aware of the 
growing threat of climate change and its impact on the planet, I conceived, organized and raised 
funds for a program at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University to 
educate the media (specifically general assignment reporters who knew little about scientific or 
environmental issues) about the increasing danger global warming posed.  This program, 
“Understanding Global Warming: A Seminar for Journalists,” which featured some of the most 
prominent scientists, policymakers and scholars addressing the issues, was the first program of 
its kind tailored to the general media in the United States, and it introduced dozens of reporters to 
the issues of climate change. The seminar also showed me that you can make a difference on an 
emerging global issue if you bring together first-rate and relevant people, let them talk to and 
learn from each other, and challenge them to move beyond consensus thinking. Moreover, the 
success of this seminar, as well as my earlier work in Central America (described below), 
demonstrates that a totally unknown person with a well-thought-out idea, substance, tenacity and 
goodwill can make a meaningful impact in the world.   
 
During my stay in Salzburg I spent considerable time talking to the other participants, 
particularly the representatives from the former communist bloc, some of whom were about my 
age (I was thirty-one). While I was extremely interested in the environmental and development 
issues being discussed in our seminar, the questions that most intrigued me lay outside the formal 
seminar agenda. I wondered how those newly independent countries would confront the 
complicated legacies of the often brutal communist dictatorships. What would they do with 
officials of the former communist regimes? Some of them were guilty of human rights abuses, 
but most were merely dutiful party members, yet it was their support that helped keep the 
communists in power for decades. I also wondered how the citizens of those new democracies 
would confront the legacy of human rights violations, collaboration and the poisonous problem 
of state security files. In short, how would the countries of Central and Eastern Europe come to 
terms with their communist past?  I found these issues deeply fascinating and important.     
 
During coffee breaks, over steins of beer at the nightly sessions in the Bierstube and on long 
morning and evening walks through the cobbled streets of Salzburg and around the beautiful lake 
on whose shore stands Schloss Leopoldskron, the home of the Salzburg Seminar, I had a chance 
to discuss these issues with the Central and East European participants. Everyone I spoke with 
stressed that dealing with the communist past was essential for them as individuals, and that the 
transition to democracy would not succeed if their countries did not find ways to address these 
difficult issues. Several of them pointed out that in the year and a half that had passed since the 
fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, the initial euphoria that greeted the collapse of 
communism was starting to wane, and that the hard work of building new, democratic societies 
was growing more difficult each day.  They feared that the communist past would emerge in an 
ugly, vindictive way and that it was essential to confront its legacies quickly before they could be 
manipulated for political gain or retribution. 
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As I thought about these challenges facing the post-communist states, I realized that there was an 
opportunity for me and others to contribute, in some small way, to help the leaders of these 
fragile new democracies address these critical issues. My recent experience in Central America 
had introduced me to some of the same issues in another context, and provided me with valuable 
insight into the experiences and mindsets of individuals living under dictatorship and civil 
conflict.   
 
Between 1987 and 1989, I independently organized two fact-finding trips to Central America for 
prominent figures from the U.S. media, senior congressional staff and individuals of public 
renown whose opinion counted within American political and policy circles. At the time, the 
United States was embroiled in contentious foreign policy debates over Central America and the 
Reagan administration’s actions in the region, and I thought it would be useful to enable some 
influential Americans to see for themselves what everyday life was like in conflict-torn El 
Salvador, Sandinista-controlled Nicaragua and democratic Costa Rica. The idea behind the trips 
was simple: to introduce U.S. opinion leaders to the realities of Central America unfiltered 
through the press, the divisive debates in Washington or secondhand information and to allow 
them to draw their own conclusions about the conflicts in the region.  All I asked of them was to 
write a column, opinion editorial or a memorandum about their impressions of the trip upon their 
return home.   
 

These delegations included such luminaries as John Kenneth Galbraith, authors Doris Kearns 
Goodwin, Richard Goodwin and James Carroll, journalists Howard Simons, Hendrik Hertzberg 
and Christopher Hitchens, and senior editors from the Los Angeles Times, the New Republic, the 
Atlantic Monthly, Vanity Fair and other influential publications. I introduced them to 
government leaders in El Salvador, Nicaragua and Costa Rica, as well as representatives of the 
guerilla movements, including the contras (as the anti-Sandinista guerilla movement was called), 
plus labor leaders, human rights activists and democratic opposition groups.  We spent 
considerable time talking with the key political actors in the region, from Nicaraguan President 
Daniel Ortega and hard-line Minister of the Interior Tomas Borge on the left, to Salvadoran 
President Alfredo Cristiani on the right, and two of the most courageous leaders whose politics 
fell more to the center in the highly polarized environment of Central America of the 1980s, 
Violeta Chamorro and Costa Rican President Oscar Arias.  In 1987, Violeta Chamorro was two 
years away from defeating Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua’s first truly democratic election since the 
Sandinista revolution, and Oscar Arias was courageously defying the Reagan administration by 
pursuing a regional peace process rather than one dictated by Washington. Though very different 
in style and personality, both these leaders believed deeply in the value of negotiation, 
democratic processes and the step-by-step process of building trust and working with all sides to 
develop a “home-grown” process of peace.  For these efforts, Oscar Arias was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1987, and Violeta Chamorro was elected president of Nicaragua in 1989 
and led a peaceful transition to democracy.   
 
We also spent time in both urban barrios and the countryside. The participants were struck by the 
extreme poverty, polarization and numbing levels of violence in both El Salvador and Nicaragua, 
where tens of thousands were killed and several million displaced in both countries. This reality 
contrasted sharply to peaceful, democratic Costa Rica; although it shared the same history, 
language and culture and occupied a very small geographic region, Costa Rica was markedly 
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different from its neighbors. Although the delegation members debated at length the causes of 
these differences, what they saw with their own eyes had a powerful impact on them all. Many 
wrote influential articles upon their return to United States and continued to write about Central 
America in the years ahead. 
 
For my own part, witnessing firsthand in Central America the difficulty of moving from 
dictatorship to democracy prepared me intellectually and practically to think about the challenges 
facing the emerging democracies of Central and Eastern European and to question how their 
citizens and new leaders who had lived under communism would rebuild their societies. 
 
Another important source of inspiration that helped shape my thinking about these difficult 
issues was the 1991 EPIIC international symposium at Tufts University entitled “Confronting 
Political and Social Evil.”   The symposium, organized by Sherman Teichman and his students, 
brought together leading human rights activists, former dissidents from Central and Eastern 
Europe, victims of torture in Latin America and Africa, and influential foreign policy specialists, 
to address the painful legacy of torture and repression following the collapse of dictatorship and 
repressive regimes.  The event highlighted the need for urgent action to address these challenges 
before they undermine the transition to democracy.            
 
First Steps 
 
Toward the end of the two-week program in Salzburg, I approached the deputy director of the 
Salzburg Seminar, Tim Ryback, with my thoughts on these issues, with the idea that the Seminar 
might organize a special program to help new leaders from the former communist states figure 
out how best to confront the legacy of their past. My experience in Central America and my 
conversations with the Central and East European participants in Salzburg convinced me that this 
idea was sound. Tim, who wrote about German history and politics for the New Yorker and the 
New York Review of Books and had authored an important book in the late 1980s about dissidents 
living under communism in Eastern Europe, was immediately interested, enthusiastic and 
supportive of my idea.  He helped me develop a memorandum outlining a proposed three-day 
conference that would bring together leaders of the former communist states with their 
counterparts from other countries that had successfully navigated the difficult transition from 
dictatorship to democracy. Tim’s colleagues at the Seminar also responded positively to my idea 
and suggested that I take the lead on the proposal and contact two key individuals in the United 
States who were playing a leadership role in helping consolidate the democratic transitions in the 
Central and Eastern Europe, Wendy Luers and George Soros. I had never heard of either of these 
people (this was before George Soros became famous outside the business world for his financial 
skills and his philanthropy), but soon I was working closely with both their organizations, and 
Wendy and I would co-found the Project on Justice in Times of Transition. 
 
In 1991, Wendy Luers headed the Charter 77 Foundation – New York, a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to strengthening democracy and civil society in Czechoslovakia (the foundation is now 
known as the Foundation for a Civil Society). Wendy established the foundation just a few 
months after the Velvet Revolution toppled the communist regime in November 1989 at the 
request of Václav Havel, the former dissident and playwright who was the first president of 
independent Czechoslovakia.  The organization was named after the Charter 77 movement in 
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Czechoslovakia that Havel and other dissidents initiated in 1977 to challenge the communist 
system. Wendy got to know Havel and many other Czech and Slovak dissidents who played a 
key role in Czechoslovakia’s democratic revolution when she lived in Prague in the mid-1980s 
while her husband, William Luers, served as U.S. ambassador.  Wendy played an important role 
in that period by reaching out to the dissidents and publicizing their cause to influential 
audiences in the United States and Western Europe. As ambassador, her husband was 
constrained from such contacts, but Wendy had no formal restrictions and she skillfully 
developed relationships with the dissidents, supporting them in several key ways, including 
introducing them to American writers and artists such as Arthur Miller, John Updike and 
William and Rose Styron, who championed their cause in the United States, and connecting them 
with human rights and pro-democracy advocates in the West. 
 
In my first meeting with Wendy in September 1991, she immediately recognized the value in the 
idea of bringing together the new leaders of the post-communist states with former leaders of 
democratic transitions in South America and Western Europe, and she proposed that we work 
together to make the conference happen. In the 1970s, Wendy had worked on human rights 
issues in Latin America for Amnesty International and was intimately acquainted with the legacy 
of human rights abuses, deeply intrusive domestic intelligence services, political imprisonment 
and disappearances that were the horrible consequences of the military dictatorships in the 
region. She understood that life in Nazi Germany, Spain under the authoritarian Franco regime 
and the military dictatorships in Brazil, Chile and Argentina, while differing in the particulars, 
shared many of the same characteristics of life under communism.  Wendy and I both strongly 
believed that the new leaders of Eastern Europe who had suffered under communism could learn 
from the experience of others who had grappled successfully with the complicated and 
emotionally wrenching transition from dictatorship to democracy, gaining insights they could 
adapt to their own democratic transitions.  
 
Wendy’s rich experience in Latin America coupled with her first-hand knowledge of life under 
Czechoslovakia’s communist dictatorship made her an ideal partner for this initiative, and I was 
delighted that she wanted to work with me. Moreover, by some marvelous coincidence, that very 
evening she and her husband, Bill, who was then president of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 
New York, would be hosting Václav Havel on his first visit to the United States as president of 
the newly independent and democratic Czechoslovakia. Wendy asked me if she could show my 
memorandum to President Havel, and of course I said yes.  I could hardly believe my good luck.  
The next morning she called me to say that President Havel enthusiastically endorsed the idea of 
the meeting.  Havel said it would address a vital set of issues, and he agreed to participate in the 
meeting in some way.  
 
On the same day I met Wendy Luers, I also met the Hungarian-born financier George Soros. 
George Soros has become a legend for his support of pro-democracy movements in Eastern 
Europe and around the world, spending billions of his own money to support dissidents, human 
rights activists and others seeking to create democratic, open societies.  In 1991, Soros was 
ramping up his support for the democratic transition in the former communist states of Eastern 
Europe as well as in the Soviet Union, which was then teetering on the brink of collapse.  (In 
addition to setting up a network of his own foundations throughout the former Soviet bloc, Soros 
provided crucial seed funding to the Charter 77 Foundation – New York.) Soros immediately 
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liked my conference proposal and agreed to fund the travel expenses for all the participants from 
Central and Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. His network of foundations throughout the 
region played an important supporting role in identifying key individuals to participate in the 
initial conference, and also provided significant support for the work of the Project on Justice in 
Times of Transition in its first few years. 
 
With President Havel’s backing and George Soros’ promise of financial support, I began to work 
closely with Wendy Luers and her two program officers, Mary Albon and Eric Nonacs, to build a 
team to organize the conference and seek additional funding for the event. Wendy invited two 
eminent American legal minds to join us, Lloyd Cutler and Herman Schwartz. Lloyd Cutler, who 
had served as White House counsel to President Jimmy Carter (and later to Bill Clinton) and was 
a founding partner of one of the most distinguished law firms in the United States, Wilmer Cutler 
Pickering, presided over the Washington legal and political establishment, and his involvement 
with the conference added another layer of legitimacy and gravitas to our effort. Herman 
Schwartz was a distinguished professor of constitutional law at Washington College of Law at 
American University and a long-time advocate for human rights, civil rights and civil liberties in 
the United States and around the world. Both Herman and Lloyd were deeply involved in a 
program launched by Wendy’s foundation to help draft the new constitution of post-communist 
Czechoslovakia, and Herman later served as an advisor on constitutional and human rights 
reform to governments throughout Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Together, we 
quickly put together an informal advisory committee that included a number of distinguished 
individuals with expertise on the issues, including Jeri Laber, Alice Henkin, Diane Orentlicher, 
Lawrence Weschler, Alan Ryan, Tina Rosenberg, Jose Zalaquett, Jürgen Habermas, Ralf 
Dahrendorf and Timothy Garton Ash, among others, who advised us on the conference agenda. 
(Most also participated in the initial conference in Salzburg.)  By December 1991, we were off 
and running.  A scant three months later, we convened the Salzburg Conference on Justice in 
Times of Transition.�
 
The Salzburg Conference on Justice in Times of Transition 
 
We did not quite know what to expect from the Salzburg conference, which took place in March 
1992.  After all, it was an experiment. Our untested approach, which was grounded in nothing 
more than a firm belief in the power of shared human experience that transcends national 
boundaries, was greeted with skepticism by some of the funders we asked for support1 and 
initially was only reluctantly accepted by many of the individuals we invited to participate.  
Although Wendy and I and the rest of our core team shared the conviction that the new leaders of 
the post-communist states could learn from the experiences of their counterparts in Latin 
America and elsewhere whose countries had already weathered difficult democratic transitions, 
would the East Europeans in fact hear what those individuals had to say? 
 

                                                
1 Thankfully, a number of foundations did recognize the potential of our idea; the Salzburg conference received 
financial support from the German Marshall Fund of the United States, the National Endowment for Democracy, 
George Soros’ Open Society Fund, the Rockefeller Family & Associates and the Rockefeller Foundation, as well as 
the Charter 77 Foundation - New York. 
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We envisioned the Salzburg conference as an opportunity to help the new leaders of post-
communist Europe figure out how to address the painful legacy of their past, which threatened to 
undermine the democratization process, by introducing them to the transition experiences of 
other countries in all their legal, political and moral dimensions—and as told by political leaders 
and other individuals who had been directly involved in those transitions. We anticipated that 
individuals who had suffered under repressive regimes would understand each other, and while 
there were very real differences between various countries and their respective national histories, 
we believed that dictatorships share many of the same characteristics, and that humans 
fundamentally react to them in the same ways.  
 
To that end, we invited to the Salzburg conference key leaders from the post-communist states of 
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union (the USSR had formally disbanded in December 
1991) who were now actively engaged in addressing the tragic human legacies of communism in 
their roles as government officials, journalists for newly independent media and leaders of the 
emerging nongovernmental sector.  They formed a veritable “who’s who” of leaders of the anti-
communist dissident movements throughout the region, including such prominent figures as 
Adam Michnik, Wiktor Osiatynski and Kostek Gebert from Poland; Jan Urban, Martin Butora 
and Karel Schwarzenberg from Czechoslovakia; Sergei Kovalev and Arseny Roginsky from 
Russia; Miklos Vasarhelyi and Josef Szajer from Hungary; as well as others from the Baltic 
states, Ukraine, Bulgaria, Romania, former Yugoslavia and recently reunified Germany.  From 
outside the region we invited leaders of post-dictatorship democratic transitions from Argentina, 
Chile, Uruguay, El Salvador and Spain. Among these eminent individuals in attendance were 
Raul Alfonsín, the Argentine president who led the democratic transition after the fall of the 
military dictatorship; Rafael Michelini, a leading member of the Uruguayan Senate whose father 
was assassinated by the Argentine military on orders of the Uruguayan military when he was a 
leading candidate for president of his country; and Jami Malamud Goti, President Alfonsín’s 
human rights advisor who prosecuted the Argentine military following the collapse of the 
dictatorship.   Other participants included prominent human rights advocates, intellectuals, 
constitutional scholars, criminal law experts, government officials and foundation representatives 
from Western Europe and the United States. Also in attendance were an observer from South 
Africa, which was then in the process of negotiating a transition from apartheid and minority rule 
to democracy for all its citizens, and an observer from El Salvador who was engaged in the final 
peace negotiations that led to the signing of the 1992 Chapultepec Accords that ended twenty 
years of brutal conflict. 
 
The overarching goals of the Salzburg conference were to identify and address the key legal, 
political and moral issues confronting the post-communist states, including assessing and 
developing standards for dealing with officials of the former regimes and former collaborators, 
considering what to do with the millions of state security files of the communist regimes now in 
government hands, and exploring the deeper, more difficult personal issues of how victims of 
dictatorship manage the transition to democracy in a psychologically healthy and tolerant manner 
that respects the rule of law and instills habits of a democratic culture. In each of the 
conference’s sessions, Latin Americans, West Europeans and Americans described how other 
countries had dealt with the particular issue under discussion, attempted to identify the key 
components of the issue, and reviewed the democratic legal principles guiding action on the 
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issue. Respondents from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union posed questions and 
suggested possible options for their own countries, which spurred general discussion and debate. 
 
The first day at Salzburg did not seem to bode particularly well for our shared experience 
approach. The participants from Latin America and Western Europe described the horrors of life 
under dictatorship and the suffering their countries had endured on so many levels. The 
participants from the former communist countries countered with their own stories of life under a 
repressive regime and the brutality and constant indignities they had lived through. Everyone 
believed that their country’s experience was unique, that no one else had suffered as they had 
suffered, and that their pain was the greatest, and as a result, the participants were talking past 
each other. The message being sent on that first day, from all sides, was that the experiences of 
the various countries represented were so fundamentally different from each other that they 
could not learn from each other. The disparities were variously ascribed to different legal 
systems, different economic traditions, different cultures and social systems. For example, some 
maintained that the capitalist traditions of Latin America were so different from communism that 
it would be impossible to find commonalities.    
 
Yet on the second day of the conference, something had changed. Maybe credit should go to the 
rounds of drinks and informal conversation in the Bierstube the night before, but on the second 
day the participants were more comfortable with each other, and they started to listen to each 
other rather than lecture.  Looking around the conference room, they saw the pained expressions 
on each others faces as they shared their stories, and they realized that they had more in common 
than they had first imagined.  They began to find common ground on the issues, and while there 
were still some heated disagreements, these were now conducted as debates rather than 
arguments. And then, together, the participants started proposing solutions to the challenges 
facing the post-communist countries, solutions that were inspired by what other countries had 
done in the past.  Some specific recommendations emerged, such as the creation of national truth 
and reconciliation commissions modeled on those of Argentina and Chile, as well as guidelines 
based on democratic principles to govern the disqualification and prosecution of ex-communist 
officials and collaborators with the former regime, and guidance on handling state security files 
of the communist intelligence services. At a more philosophical level, the group agreed that in 
any transition to democracy, the rule of law should take precedence over political justice, but the 
victims of the previous regime must not be brushed aside or forgotten. The poisonous legacies of 
the past must not be swept under the rug, but must be openly confronted and defused by the new 
government and by society at large. 
 
Afterwards, many of the participants told me how personally transformative the Salzburg 
conference on Justice in Times of Transition had been for them. The East Europeans found new 
perspectives and new ways of thinking, and they left feeling hopeful that they could find 
solutions to their countries’ most complicated challenges, now that they knew other countries 
had succeeded in doing so in the past. They took inspiration from those examples, and were keen 
to share what they had learned with their colleagues at home. And in the years to come, many 
participants in the Salzburg conference (and in subsequent Project initiatives) were eager to share 
their countries’ experiences with other countries, such as South Africa, Nicaragua and Northern 
Ireland, as they faced their own complex transitions.   
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The desire of many of our participants to share their profound experience of transformation with 
leaders in other countries struggling with change has turned out to be one of the most valuable 
outcomes of our work over the years, one which has enabled the Project to build an extraordinary 
network of current and former leaders who have participated in peace processes, managed 
negotiations, struggled with ceasefires and breakdowns in talks, sought to build trust and 
accountability and promoted reconciliation.  Many of these individuals have told me that they 
feel a moral obligation to share their experience.  Some of our early speakers, such as Roelf 
Meyer, one of the key players in the negotiations ending apartheid in South Africa, and Joaquín 
Villalobos, the former senior commander of the FMLN guerilla movement in El Salvador, have 
told me that they wished they had access to leaders who had gone through a similar process 
when they were struggling with transition in their own countries.  Achieving fundamental 
change, whether at the deeply personal or national political level, is a profoundly difficult and 
painful process that can take years to happen, if at all.  One of the dynamics seen in societies 
long divided by conflict or political repression is that any hint of change, compromise or 
accommodation with your “enemy” is seen as a betrayal of your own community, of your family, 
ancestors and neighbors.  Decades of violence and polarization harden attitudes, creating a 
political and psychological environment that makes it difficult for leaders as well as ordinary 
people to consider changing their views or “talking peace” with their sworn enemies.  I recall 
one of our participants describing elements of our work as analogous to an Alcoholics 
Anonymous meeting.  Often the leaders of peace negotiations or a national transition process 
whom we bring together in our audiences do not recognize that they have a problem, while the 
experienced speakers we bring in from outside instinctively understand, empathize and want to 
support these leaders as they struggle to navigate the difficult but necessary processes of personal 
and national transformation.      
 
The Salzburg conference has been cited in numerous books and scholarly articles for its leading 
role in identifying and addressing issues of transitional justice in post-communist Europe, and for 
introducing the concept of transitional justice to the global agenda.  The Salzburg conference 
also introduced the methodology of shared experience, which the Project on Justice in Times of 
Transition has used successfully in every meeting, conference and workshop it has organized 
since its founding in 1992.  This methodology, discussed in further detail below, is the 
foundation of the Project’s success as a catalyst for proactively addressing transitional justice 
issues in countries undertaking the difficult transformation from repression to democracy and 
from conflict to peace.   
 
Launching the Project on Justice in Times of Transition 
 
One of the most important recommendations to emerge from the Salzburg conference was that 
we should continue to work on these issues and develop follow-up programs on specific themes 
discussed in the meeting.  When we met with President Havel at Prague Castle after the Salzburg 
conference, he also urged us to focus attention on these critical issues.  As a result, Wendy Luers 
and I wasted no time in institutionalizing the work of the Salzburg conference by establishing the 
Project on Justice in Times of Transition as a separate but affiliated program based within the 
Charter 77 Foundation – New York that would seek independent funding for its work and 
programming. Wendy, Lloyd Cutler, Herman Schwartz and I quickly formed a steering 
committee to guide the work of the Project, appointed Mary Albon as Project director and Eric 
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Nonacs as program officer, and started planning conferences and workshops that responded to 
several urgent requests from Salzburg participants from the former communist bloc, Central 
America and South Africa. We also started to build an international advisory board that 
eventually included such distinguished individuals as Nelson Mandela, Václav Havel, Arpad 
Göncz, Mikhail Gorbachev, Oscar Arias and Jose Zalaquett, among others. We later expanded 
the advisory board to include representatives from countries we worked in over the subsequent 
years.            �

 
Methodology and Fundamental Principles 
 
One of the Project on Justice in Times of Transition’s most significant contributions is the 
development of the “shared experience” methodology that was first used in Salzburg. The 
methodology stemmed from the simple insight that I had, which was shared by Wendy Luers and 
the other organizers, that on a biological, emotional and psychological level, humans have many 
of the same response mechanisms to the formative experiences of their lives. The one human 
instinct we all share is survival, and the repression and violence of dictatorships and civil conflict 
pose one of the greatest challenges to the basic survival instinct of an individual—and of a 
nation. While it is true that every country has its own unique national experience and history, 
how people respond to the terrifying, humiliating and dehumanizing experience of life under 
dictatorship or during civil war is fundamentally the same around the world. What we 
understood intuitively, and humbly, was that people in these situations struggle as individuals on 
a deeply personal and psychological level with the burdens of violence, fear and repression.  But 
we also understood that it was possible to move beyond these terrible experiences, and learning 
about the experiences of others who had done so could help speed the process of both internal 
and societal change. 
 
This belief that individuals can learn from the experience of others guided the design of the 
Salzburg conference, and all of the Project’s subsequent efforts have been grounded in this 
methodology of shared experience. Our approach is simple and practical. First, we recognize that 
in most countries we work in, particularly those transitioning from dictatorship or longstanding 
conflict, individuals develop a very insular view of their own reality: they believe no one else has 
suffered the way they have suffered, that no one else can understand the horrible experience they 
have endured, and that differences in culture, history, language and geography are too great to 
allow for any cross-cultural learning.  They tend to be reluctant to listen to or respect the views 
of outsiders. Individuals who have suffered have remarkable defenses against further hurt and 
pain.  They develop a “deafness” to others as a self-defense mechanism that can be difficult to 
penetrate.  This inward-looking perspective often stems in part from the vertically divided social 
structure of many countries where there is little or no interaction across class, ethnic, religious or 
political allegiances.  It also arises in countries where bonds of trust have been destroyed by 
years (or even decades) of violence and repression, leaving people unprepared to respect or value 
the views or experience of others. This tendency is not confined within national borders and 
extends to “others” from the outside.     
 
Understanding and respecting this reality allows us to structure our programs in a way that 
carefully yet powerfully shows people who are not psychologically prepared to listen to outsiders 
that “others” have something valuable to offer. We do this by identifying and selecting widely 
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respected, compassionate and articulate leaders from other countries to serve as panelists and 
speakers in our programs.  But even before we line up speakers, we work with local partners and 
confer with all sides in our target country so that we can identify the important issues that need to 
be addressed and make sure all local perspectives are represented; select the countries with the 
most relevant experience to feature; and structure our agendas so that there is plenty of time for 
listening and sharing in both formal and informal settings.  We team up with local partner 
organizations that are highly respected, can bring all sides to the table and have a nuanced 
understanding of the local issues and challenges.  The Project ensures that the forum is a neutral 
environment where all sides are welcome and their views will be listened to.   
 
Often, simple curiosity about what the former president of another country or a famous 
negotiator from South Africa or the Middle East has to say brings our target audience “into the 
room.”  We prepare our international speakers to focus their remarks in a way that enables them 
to quickly connect to the local audience and breaks down the perceived differences between 
them. The international leaders we bring to our meetings understand the reluctance that local 
leaders have toward outsiders, whom they perceive as coming in to tell them what to do. Having 
once been in that situation themselves when they were struggling with similar national 
challenges, our speakers understand this dynamic and seek to connect with their audience in a 
personal way that allows them to see the similarities between their experiences, and to begin to 
entertain new perspectives on their own problems. Our speakers often share deeply personal 
experiences with our audiences, such as how they felt the first time they sat down across the 
negotiating table from their sworn enemies, or the moment that prompted them to realize that 
violence was not helping their cause but only hurting people. Often the “volume” or “intensity” 
of their own past suffering cuts through the inability of audience members to listen; hearing the 
powerful story of another’s suffering is a sad, but necessary element to a breakthrough in 
perception and possibility.  In essence, what our participants discover is that “if he or she can 
move beyond such pain and anger, then I can as well.” 
 
One powerful example of this kind of personal transformation is that of the late David Ervine, 
who was once a member of a Protestant Loyalist paramilitary organization in Northern Ireland 
who spent nearly a decade in prison for terrorist activities. Yet when David emerged from prison, 
he became one of the leading Loyalist political voices calling for peace and negotiations to end 
more than thirty years of civil war.  In 2006, shortly before his untimely death from a heart 
attack, David shared his life story with senior leaders of the ELN guerilla movement in Colombia 
in a Project initiative designed to reengage the ELN in peace talks and initiate a ceasefire 
agreement with the Colombian government.  David told the Colombians that he joined the 
paramilitary Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) when he was seventeen years old on the day he 
learned that another Protestant boy, of the same age and same last name, had been killed by a 
bomb planted by the Irish Republican Army (IRA).  Stunned and traumatized by the event, 
which took on added resonance for him because of the victim’s similar name and age, David 
joined the UVF because he was convinced that the only defense against such random violence 
was a good offense, and he believed he could no longer stand by but must defend his community, 
his identity and way of life, all of which he saw as under threat. He told the Colombian guerillas 
that in the beginning, he believed he was killing “others” to live, but gradually, as the violence 
and dehumanizing impact of the conflict took over, he realized he was living to kill.  David 
pointed out that all liberation and paramilitary groups develop their own mythology and 
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justification for the acts of violence and terrorism they commit, but that mythology imprisons 
them in a mindset that can be extraordinarily difficult to transcend. His audience was transfixed 
by his story. These powerful insights he shared connected David to the ELN commanders in a 
meaningful way at a deeply personal level, and they immediately recognized a similar dynamic 
in their own situation.  As a result, they were willing to listen to his advice about what to 
consider as the ELN negotiated a ceasefire with the Colombian government and what sort of 
transformations to prepare for—both personally and as a guerilla movement transforming itself 
into a legitimate political party.   
 
We have witnessed this same phenomenon, a shared personal story resonating in a very powerful 
way, among leaders in Kosovo, Sri Lanka, Guatemala and other countries seeking to end 
longstanding conflicts.  
 
Other examples include the moment at a 1995 Project conference in Belfast when the South 
Africans Roelf Meyer, the ruling National Party’s chief negotiator with the African National 
Congress (ANC), and Dullah Omar, a member of the ANC’s negotiating team who became 
Minister of Justice under President Nelson Mandela, recounted to an audience of hundreds of 
Northern Ireland political, community and paramilitary leaders how they and their fellow 
negotiators ended the decades-long apartheid regime and achieved a peaceful transfer of power 
from the small white minority to a government led by South Africa’s black majority.  Omar and 
Meyer described how the negotiators slowly developed trust in each other, how each side dealt 
with breakdowns in the peace process, how they addressed the legacy of violence, and also 
described the critical leadership role of both F. W. de Klerk and Nelson Mandela in promoting 
national reconciliation.  Both Omar and Meyer emphasized that a peace process takes time, there 
will be complications and breakdowns, but the two sides have to remain committed and stick 
with the negotiations, finding ways to move forward when talks bog down.  Afterwards, several 
of the Northern Ireland leaders in attendance, including Gerry Adams and Martin McGuiness of 
Sinn Fein, Jeffrey Donaldson of the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) and John Hume, leader of the 
Social Democratic Labor Party (SDLP), told me that listening to the story of the South African 
transition as recounted by two senior negotiators from opposing sides who had managed to work 
together to bring an end to apartheid peacefully made them realize that peace could come to 
Northern Ireland too, gave them the confidence that they could take similar steps and 
strengthened their resolve to initiate peace talks.   
 
Another important moment occurred in London in 1995 during a Project conference for leaders 
of the three ethnic communities in Bosnia (Muslim, Serb and Croat) following the signing of the 
Dayton Peace Accords. The meeting was designed to foster reconciliation among the three 
communities by highlighting the examples of reconciliation in El Salvador, Northern Ireland, the 
Middle East and Central and Eastern Europe. The opening session of the conference fell flat; the 
Bosnians were not tuned into the presentations by the outside speakers and were instead venting 
about their own conflict and suffering, emphasizing that no one could appreciate or understand 
the trauma they just passed through. As already mentioned, this is a common initial reaction at 
many Project events, but we were concerned that we might not be able to get the Bosnians to 
really listen to what the international speakers had to say.  But then the moderator for the panel 
on reconciliation in El Salvador, James LeMoyne, who had served as the New York Times bureau 
chief for El Salvador during the worst of the conflict, took a dramatic new tack in introducing the 



 15 

Salvadoran panelists.  First he introduced Ricardo Castaneda, the former Salvadoran ambassador 
to the United Nations and a key figure in the peace negotiations, by describing how on one 
occasion when he went to the ambassador’s home in San Salvador to attend a dinner for foreign 
diplomats, he came across the bodies of several campesino labor leaders who had been tortured, 
eviscerated and dumped in front of the ambassador’s house to intimidate him away from the 
peace talks. The killers of the campesinos were not from the guerilla movement but from the 
right wing death squads who were hostile to the peace process. After hearing this introduction, 
the Bosnians stopped talking with each other and started to listen to James. He then introduced 
Joaquín Villalobos, former senior commander of the FMLN guerilla movement in El Salvador 
and one of the most brilliant, brutal and visionary guerilla leaders in Latin American history who 
ultimately abandoned violence in favor of participating in a negotiated political process and led 
the FMLN toward peace. James told the disturbing story of how Joaquín’s girlfriend, who was 
also a guerilla fighter, had been captured by the Salvadoran army, tortured and dismembered into 
more than seventy pieces, which were left in a bag for Joaquin to find. As horrendous as these 
introductions were, they cut through the “differences” between El Salvador and Bosnia, 
commanding the attention of the Bosnians, who thereafter listened intently to the story of how 
the two sides reached peace in El Salvador, working together to build trust and foster national 
reconciliation in the aftermath of a brutally violent civil war.   
     
It is not uncommon to see one-time bitter enemies sitting side by side on Project panels, 
including historic figures like the former communist leader of Poland General Wojciech 
Jaruzelski who imposed martial law and the former dissident and Solidarity activist Adam 
Michnik, or Joaquín Villalobos and former Salvadoran President Alfredo Cristiani.  The impact 
of such juxtapositions is powerful, especially since these former enemies are there to jointly tell 
the story of their country’s path to peace and democracy. The possibility of learning from the 
experience of others is critical to the Project’s approach, but there is a second principle that 
underpins our methodology of shared experience: that people can change. One of the most 
valuable contributions of our work is the recognition that even in deeply divided societies, 
people can change and move from a world view that is zero sum to one in which compromise is 
not a sign of weakness or humiliation, but in fact is a sign of courage and strength that leads to 
shared benefit and success.      
 
For people in our audiences such examples are so profound and so startling that they often lead 
to a paradigm shift in their own thinking, not only showing them that change is possible, but 
emboldening them to take the first steps toward compromise.  Once it was unimaginable that 
certain conflicts could be ended, so to hear from the people who have achieved the unimaginable 
is one of the most powerful tools we have for showing leaders of countries emerging from 
conflict that they too can bring positive change to their homelands.  Our international speakers 
demonstrate by their own example that although change requires leadership—and courage—
everyone has the capacity to exercise such leadership, and indeed, it is the duty of leaders in 
societies riven by conflict or repression to strive for change that can bring about peace, stability 
and national reconciliation.  The first step is accepting the necessity of change, and recognizing 
that a willingness to compromise is not a sign of weakness and humiliation but a sign of strength, 
and it can result in a win-win solution. 
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As a result of the success of our approach and the powerful experience of the leaders we work 
with, many have been invited to advise on peace processes elsewhere.  For example, Roelf 
Meyer has remain engaged in Northern Ireland and became involved in the Basque region in 
Spain, Sri Lanka and Kosovo. David Ervine was involved in Bosnia and Colombia.  Joaquín 
Villalobos was involved in Sri Lanka, Bosnia and the Middle East. Monica McWilliams, leader 
of the Women’s Coalition in Northern Ireland, and Naomi Chazan, former deputy speaker of the 
Israeli Knesset, met with leaders in Palestine, Bosnia and Guatemala.        
 
The Project’s Most Significant Programs 
 
Since its founding in 1992, the Project on Justice in Times of Transition has organized more than 
fifty programs around the world to assist countries in transition.  Some of these programs have 
entered the history books for the impact they had in helping nations address their recent past, 
such as in Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, or in South Africa after 
apartheid. Other programs sought to help nations move from violent civil conflict to peace by 
giving leaders the confidence and the tools to start a peace process—by introducing them to the 
experiences of other countries that succeeded in ending seemingly intractable conflicts and 
building more tolerant societies.  In addition to the historic Salzburg conference on Justice in 
Times of Transition, some of the Project’s most influential and historic programs include: 
  
Reconciliation in Times of Transition (El Salvador 1993) 
 
The Project convened the first public forum in El Salvador following the signing of the 1992 
peace accords to bring together all the key players in the conflict along with leaders of civil 
society to focus on consolidating peace and eradicating social division, confrontation and 
political violence. The conference was widely covered in the Salvadoran media and is credited 
with helping demonstrate that reconciliation was possible after more than a decade of war. 
 
Dealing with the Past (South Africa 1994) 
 
The Project helped organize the first major conference in South Africa that focused the country’s 
new leadership on strategies for dealing with the legacy of the past, building democracy and 
fostering national reconciliation after apartheid.  This conference introduced the concept of the 
truth commission pioneered by Argentina and Chile into the South African debate, which 
ultimately led to the creation of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission.    
 
Reflections on Transition (Nicaragua 1994) 
  
The Project convened the first major public forum in Nicaragua following the collapse of the 
Sandinista government in 1989 to focus on national reconciliation, civil-military relations, 
property restitution and economic reform.  The final panel of the conference provided the first 
opportunity in Nicaraguan history for leaders of the major political parties and government 
institutions to come together without recrimination to discuss their vision of the nation’s future.   
 
Reconciliation and Community: The Future of Peace in Northern Ireland (Northern Ireland 
1995) 
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The Project organized the first event in Northern Ireland’s history to bring together the senior 
leaders of all the political parties, paramilitary groups, civil society and the Irish and British 
governments to discuss the possibility of peace. Senior negotiators from South Africa, El 
Salvador, Colombia, Poland and the Middle East shared their experience in ending longstanding 
conflicts and dictatorships. Northern Ireland political leaders from all sides view this conference 
as one of the first moments in which they could envision peace.   
 
Executive Leadership Training Programs for Northern Ireland Political and Community 
Leaders (United States 1996-2003) 
�
The Project organized five week-long executive training workshops that brought together senior 
political and community leaders from Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland and Great Britain 
to develop leadership skills and gain a broader perspective on their own role and the role of other 
parties in shaping the transition in Northern Ireland.  Participants considered obstacles to the 
peace process and explored ways to facilitate trust between the communities and to create 
institutions of joint governance that would institutionalize a new process of coexistence and 
governance. 
 
Conference on Missing Persons for Family Members in the Former Yugoslavia (Hungary 
1997) 
 
This event brought together for the first time individuals from the Muslim, Croat and Serb 
communities in Bosnia who had lost family members in the conflict to discuss strategies for 
finding their loved ones with representatives from Guatemala, South Africa, Kurdistan and 
Chile. 
 
Local Actors in Peace-building, Reconstruction and the Establishment of the Rule of Law 
(Five meetings in locations around the world, 2002-2003) 
 
For this series of meetings, the Project brought together local leaders from Africa, Asia, Latin 
America and the Balkans with senior United Nations officials to discuss and develop 
recommendations to improve rule of law programs in UN peacekeeping operations.  These 
meetings provided senior UN policymakers in New York with the first comprehensive 
opportunity to meet with practitioners and leaders from the countries in which the UN carries out 
peace operations to review the impact of their rule of law initiatives. Our initiative resulted in a 
series of recommendations that helped prioritize legal reform as a critical part of future peace 
operations and have been adopted in subsequent UN peacekeeping operations.  
 
Session for the Ulster Democratic Unionist Party (United States 2004)  
 
The Project held a closed-door working session for senior members of the Democratic Unionist 
Party designed to help them consider ways to engage in dialogue with Sinn Fein and restart all-
party talks to renew momentum toward a final agreement among all Northern Ireland’s political 
parties and the restoration of local rule.   
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Ready to Govern: Developing a Strategy for Kosovo’s First 100 Days (United States 2007) 
 
Senior Kosovar political leaders and members of civil society from both the Albanian and Serb 
communities came together with senior officials from the United States, the European Union and 
from countries that previously negotiated a transition to nationhood and independence to develop 
a strategic plan for the realization of independence and the creation of a new, unified nation as 
spelled out in the Ahtisaari Plan.    
     
Negotiating from Conflict to Peace (Colombia 2007)   
 
The Project convened two workshops with senior Colombian government officials and ELN 
guerilla leaders to consider other countries’ experiences with the transformation of paramilitary 
organizations into peaceful political leadership and with ceasefire and disarmament verification 
and management. These meetings, which took place at a pivotal moment in the Colombian peace 
process, helped lend confidence to the ELN leadership that a successful transition to legitimate 
democratic practices was possible and resulted in the Colombian Senate and civil society 
becoming more proactively involved in the negotiations between the ELN and the government.  
 
 
How the Project Designs Programs 
 
The Project approaches each program opportunity with a set of simple and clear questions that 
help guide our work.  We ask:  
 
·  Can we be helpful to the country and region involved? Will our efforts add value to the 

transition or negotiation process and can we make a positive contribution to peace or 
reconciliation by our efforts?    

·  Can our work fill a useful niche that no other institution or organization has already filled?    
·  Who has invited us in to play a role, and are they respected, legitimate and sincere in their 

efforts?    
·  Will our efforts be supported by the national government, international organizations or 

respected parties who will work with us and guide our efforts locally?     
·  Can we secure adequate funding?  Will our funders be perceived as nonpartisan by all sides?  
·  What type of follow-up programming can we envision?  Can we ensure that our initial event 

will not be a one-off program but something that leads to follow-up activities such as 
workshops and consultations that will continue to engage key players in the transition and 
keep the process moving forward?  

·  How do we measure success in our efforts?   What criteria can we use to gauge impact and 
progress? 

 
Local partners are essential to the ultimate success of our work because they know the local 
political terrain, they have a nuanced understanding of the issues, they have relationships with 
key local actors and they can carry on activities on the ground after or in between Project 
meetings, workshops and conferences. We carefully vet any organization we work with to make 
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sure that it is respected by all parties to a conflict and that it does not have an agenda that favors 
one side or the other. 
 
We also ask if our shared experience methodology will be useful to the transition process and 
whether we will have access to key decision-makers at various levels within critical target 
audiences.  If we satisfy ourselves that we can provide real value and not duplicate the efforts of 
other organizations (unless complimentary programming is requested and helpful), then we 
undertake more in-depth research on the country and the issues to be addressed. Once we have 
completed the initial evaluation and believe we can play a useful role, we then develop an 
agenda with a brief set of issues to address and identify the appropriate and most relevant 
examples from other countries to share. We then invite individuals to participate who we 
consider to have the most relevant personal experience, insights and ability to connect with the 
target audience. We also strive to keep our programs flexible so they can respond to evolving 
dynamics within a meeting or a larger shift in the political environment in the country where we 
are engaged.     
 
An example of how we design our programs can be seen in Kosovo where we are collaborating 
with several local and international partners to support the Kosovar leadership as it prepares for 
independence and the building of a new sovereign state.  There are a number of daunting and 
complex issues to consider when building a state from scratch, from the design and 
establishment of new institutions of government, the drafting of a national constitution and the 
design of state symbols, to the selection and training of government officials at all levels of 
government from the municipal to the national level.  The Kosovar leadership also needs to 
prepare for an international donor conference, organize its foreign ministry and establish 
relations with key international institutions such as the United Nations, the European Union and 
the World Bank, and open embassies and diplomatic offices around the world.  For all of these 
needs, both practical and substantive, there are leaders from countries that have gone through 
similar processes who can offer valuable insight, guidance and support.  For example, Ashraf 
Ghani, who was minister of the economy and a senior political advisor under President Karzai in 
the post-Taliban government of Afghanistan, led the process to design a new, representative 
government in Afghanistan (the Loya Jirga) that included all elements of Afghan society and is 
credited with uniting the country under the new government.  Minister Ghani also organized and 
led the Afghan government delegation to the international donor conference in Bonn, Germany, 
that resulted in billions of dollars of much needed international financial, technical and 
infrastructure support to the new Afghan government. In both cases, Minister Ghani had direct, 
relevant and insightful experience and concrete recommendations to share with the Kosovar 
leaders which they respected and incorporated into their own nation-building work. 
 
Future Directions  
  
In conjunction with the Project on Justice in Times of Transition’s fifteenth anniversary in 2007, 
the Project leadership launched a strategic review of our programs and focus areas, taking stock 
of our achievements and contributions to the fields of conflict resolution and transitional justice 
and considering areas of focus in the coming years. Under the direction of Ina Breuer, the 
Project’s outstanding Executive Director, we will continue to work in Kosovo and Colombia, but 
we also intend to broaden our efforts beyond engagements in specific countries to address issues 



 20 

confronting the field of conflict resolution as a whole.  Specifically, we are developing programs 
to consider the challenges to conflict transformation, to look at the lessons learned from durable 
peace and to ask why some peace processes are fragile and why some conflicts remain 
intractable.  We also plan to look further at the challenges to personal and societal transformation 
and the role of forgiveness in confronting past abuses and promoting reconciliation.  We are 
designing a program with input from other leading conflict resolution experts to measure the 
impact of traditional conflict resolution practices and to evaluate whether the conflict resolution 
community needs to revise, improve or rethink their toolbox of approaches.   
 
We are also developing an initiative in partnership with the University of Amsterdam to look at 
the rise of extremist violence in Western Europe, particularly from second- and third-generation 
Muslim immigrants, and to understand how issues of cultural identity, marginalization and 
political events outside Western Europe influence local immigrant populations.  The goal of this 
initiative is to draw lessons from other societies that have addressed immigration and cultural, 
religious and ethnic identities successfully in a tolerant and inclusive way.  Building on our prior 
work in Central America, we are developing a program for young leaders from throughout the 
region representing all perspectives to discuss the issues of civic engagement and civic 
responsibility.  Half the population of Central America is younger than thirty years of age, and 
increasing crime, faltering educational systems, a lack of economic opportunities and a growing 
class divide are making them more apathetic toward the political process, disengaged from their 
communities and skeptical about their own ability to make a positive impact.  The Project will 
convene young Central American leaders with their peers from other parts of the world and 
senior leaders from the region who will serve as mentors to learn about successful examples of 
civic engagement and consider ways to enable greater political and social participation 
throughout Central America.   
 
In 2006, the Project formed a strategic partnership with the Institute for Global Leadership at 
Tufts University to jointly develop programming in areas of mutual interest. Dozens of Tufts 
undergraduate and graduate students have worked closely with Project staff and with participants 
in many of our initiatives, and they have made significant contributions to our work.  In addition, 
the Project recently formed a strategic partnership with the Center for International Conflict 
Resolution at Columbia University to jointly develop programs and conduct research on conflict 
resolution and reconciliation initiatives, such as our recent programs for the government and 
ELN guerilla movement in Colombia.  From 1999 through 2004, the Project was based at 
Harvard University as an inter-faculty initiative affiliated with Harvard Law School, the John F. 
Kennedy School of Government and the Weatherhead Center for International Affairs. Our 
relationship with Harvard provided significant opportunities for the Project to expand its research 
capabilities, engage world-class scholars and researchers in our work, and produce several case-
studies related to leadership and negotiations based on the experience of leaders we worked 
closely with in Northern Ireland and South Africa.  
 
The Project will continue to respond proactively to opportunities to make a positive impact in 
countries struggling with change and to use the methodology of shared experience in all our 
work. Based on our experience over the past fifteen years, we know that individuals can learn 
from the experience of others, and that fundamental change, while difficult, is both possible and 
essential to bringing about peace and reconciliation. The Project has also begun to research and 
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analyze the impact of our shared experience approach, as well as other conflict resolution 
methodologies, with the aim of developing clear and practical guidelines for employing our 
methodology so that others can use it effectively in their efforts to promote peace and 
reconciliation, as well as in other areas.  
 
Advice and Recommendations for Future NGO Leaders 
 
If there are lessons I have learned about starting up and running an effective NGO from my 15 
years of experience in helping build the Project on Justice in Times of Transition, I would 
suggest the following: 
 
An individual or a group of individuals with a great idea, a can-do attitude and a practical 
approach can have a meaningful impact on important local, national and international issues. 
 
It is very important to reach out and collaborate with others in your field, to learn from their 
experience to seek ways to improve your work and your understanding of the issues. Try to find 
partners who can complement your skills and strengths, who can work with you in a productive 
and collaborative manner, and who can mobilize a set of relationships and networks that can 
contribute to your project’s success. Collectively, there is more wisdom among a group of people 
or organizations working toward the same goal than exists in one person or organization.  
 
It helps to understand that while others may be hesitant to support or be cynical about your ideas, 
often it’s simply because they are stuck in an old point of view and find it hard to “think out of 
the box.”  For example, I often encountered leaders who told me that there is nothing they could 
learn from the experience of others, yet I knew instinctively, and eventually through experience, 
that they could.  By being creative and confident but also humble, my colleagues and I usually 
managed to persuade them to participate in one of our programs, which let them see for 
themselves that individuals can indeed learn from others and that achieving peace is possible. 
 
It is essential to approach your work from a collaborative point of view rather than a competitive 
one.  Far too often, nonprofit groups (as well as other organizations) view others in their field as 
competitors rather than potential partners, so they do not reach out to each other or try to work 
together when it makes sense, and they end up duplicating efforts and wasting time and 
resources.  Most people choose to work in the nonprofit sector because they want to make a 
contribution to improving the world, not to make a profit or eliminate the competition, and it’s 
important not to lose sight of this larger goal. Taking a collaborative and mutually supportive 
approach is essential and ethically important. 
 
Never take the position that you have all the answers or insist that people should listen to you 
and your organization.  As an American citizen, in any international context I found it was very 
important to be humble and to acknowledge that I did not come from a country that had 
experienced a brutal civil war within living memory, or been ruled by a repressive dictatorship 
that fostered division and distrust.  The Project’s role, as a U.S.-based organization, is to serve as 
a neutral facilitator of dialogue and shared experience, and not to take a proscriptive approach. 
But this lesson holds true in any forum—no one wants to be lectured to about what they should 
or shouldn’t do. 
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If there is one final lesson I have learned from my work with the Project on Justice in Times of 
Transition, it is that transformative change, while difficult to achieve, is possible.  There are no 
better examples than South Africa, where negotiations brought a peaceful end to apartheid, and 
Northern Ireland, where a seemingly intractable civil war was ended through the joint efforts of 
all parties to the conflict. In both cases, once bitter enemies are now partners in the political 
process, working toward the common good. Yet this lesson, that transformative change is 
possible, is not confined to societies in transition.  There are countless challenges of all sorts at 
the local, national and global level that need urgent attention, but efforts to address them are 
often hindered by a self-defeating sense that change is impossible. Your challenge is to imagine 
the unimaginable, to find creative solutions to problems that seem immune to resolution—and 
prove that they are not. 


