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ABOUT THIS REPORT 

This report was produced by the South African-based Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR) 
through the Global Initiative for Justice, Truth and Reconciliation. The study was carried out by a local Gambian 
consultant and aimed to obtain an understanding, through limited one-on-one consultations with various 
stakeholders in The Gambia, of how reconciliation is conceptualised in The Gambia’s transitional justice (TJ) 
process. The study was undertaken between June and August 2021 but was extended to October 2021in order to 
incorporate expert interviews relating to other countries that have engaged in TJ and reconciliation processes. 
The report seeks to assess the challenges and opportunities in respect of reconciliation in The Gambia and, in 
contrast to the situations in other countries, to identify necessary conditions, mechanisms and processes that 
should be in place to facilitate effective reconciliation.

Some of the significant findings in the report are that reconciliation will be difficult in the absence of reparations 
for victims and of socio-economic reforms for communities. The findings suggest that the negative sociopolitical 
experiences emanating from the former regime are most tangibly felt in terms of its socio-economic effect on 
people’s lives and livelihoods. The need for judicial justice and institutional reforms was also emphasised by some 
participants, while the lessons from other countries provided insights regarding both good practice as well as the 
pitfalls to avoid. The findings are intended to serve as a guide for policymakers responsible for designing a strategy 
or framework which will enable reconciliation, as well as for stakeholders such as civil society organisations (CSOs), 
community-based organisations and donors organisations, to identify focus areas in their various roles of 
facilitating reconciliation in The Gambia.
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1. INTRODUCTION

On 22 July 1994, the government of Sir Dawda Kairaba Jawara, which had ruled The Gambia since its independence 
in 1965, was overthrown in a military coup d’état by junior officers of The Gambia National Army (GNA) led by 
29-year-old Lieutenant Yahya Jammeh. Jammeh and his group constituted the Armed Forces Provisional Ruling 
Council (AFPRC) and set up a transitional government, with Jammeh becoming chair of the council as well as head 
of state. Jammeh later resigned his commission in the GNA and ran for, and was elected, president in elections held 
in 1996. The elections were widely condemned as fraudulent but, nonetheless, Jammeh went on to rule The Gambia 
for 22 years, winning three subsequent elections.

In the 22 years of his administration, the Jammeh government metamorphosed into a dictatorship that unleashed 
widespread human rights abuses, undermined democratic practices, and facilitated endemic corruption. It was 
characterised by torture, extrajudicial executions, illegal imprisonment, disappearances, exiling, assassinations of 
political opponents, and the operation of death squads. President Jammeh’s regime also ensured self-perpetuation 
and impunity through intimidation of, and acts of violence against, ordinary civilians and opposition-party 
members, including the manipulation of the Constitution and national laws.

In December 2016, the Gambian electorate ousted President Jammeh in the fifth election cycle since 1996. In a 
show of intransigence, Jammeh refused to hand over power to newly elected President Adama Barrow, despite 
earlier conceding the election. It took the threat of military action by the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS), a subregional body, to finally bring about his removal.

The residual impact of 22 years of authoritarian government left Gambian society highly traumatised, with 
weakened democratic and state institutions, political marginalisation and socio-economic exclusion. In February 
2017, The Gambia inaugurated Adama Barrow as leader of a new coalition-led government comprising all but one 
of the opposition parties. The main agenda of the this government, with the support of various international 
development partners, civil society and other stakeholders, was the restoration of democratic governance, justice 
and the rule of law in The Gambia. In addition, a three-day, national stakeholder conference on justice and human 
rights was held in May 2017 to identify the challenges faced by, and the gaps in, the justice system and to discuss 
the design of a transitional justice (TJ) strategy for The Gambia moving forward. To take stock of the impact that two 
decades of authoritarian rule had had on The Gambia, a TJ process was initiated. The government set up a financial 
commission, a constitutional-review commission and a truth commission. Furthermore, the new government 
released the National Development Plan (NDP), which included initiatives such as institutional reform of the security 
and public sectors, enhancement of economic stability, the introduction of social protections, ensuring inclusivity of 
marginalised groups, and reducing gender inequality in the country.1 The NDP specifically identified women and the 
youth as some of the most neglected groups and proposed to put in place policies and programmes designed to 
address their plight.
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The commitments of the Barrow government were made against the backdrop of a legacy of human rights 
violations perpetrated by the previous regime of Yahya Jammeh. Jammeh’s years in power saw the erosion of 
respect for, and protection of, fundamental rights and freedoms enshrined in the Constitution, national laws and 
international conventions. Freedom of the press and of expression, the right to freedom from discrimination, equal 
access to justice, fair trials and many other values under the rule of law were abused. Torture, unlawful killings, 
sexual and gender-based violence, enforced disappearances, inhumane and degrading treatment, as well as 
arbitrary arrest and detention without trial became the modus operandi of the regime. Jammeh’s regime resorted to 
intimidation to silence dissidents and political opponents, as well as discriminatory rhetoric and behaviour aimed at 
certain ethnic groups and/or communities. As a result, there was a deep lack of trust between the people and 
government, as well as among different ethnic groups and societies in The Gambia. The hitherto peaceful 
coexistence that was to be found among individuals, families, communities, and political, ethnic and religious 
groups, was severely eroded.

In the light of the human rights and other violations of the Jammeh regime, the Truth, Reconciliation and 
Reparations Commission (TRRC) was established in 2018. Section 13(a)(i) of the TRRC Act of 2017 mandated the 
commission to promote nation-healing and reconciliation as one of its core responsibilities. The Act also mandated 
the TRRC to promote the non-recurrence of human rights violations in The Gambia, which had been articulated in 
the oft-used TJ slogan ‘Never Again’ which was subsequently adopted by the TRRC. Section 18 of the TRRC Act of 
2017 provided that ‘the Commission may establish such committees as it considers necessary or expedient for the 
efficient performance of its functions’. As a result, the TRRC set up a Committee on Reconciliation as well as a 
Reconciliation Unit. The Reconciliation Unit’s responsibility was to undertake activities that would promote national 
healing and reconciliation. The Committee on Reconciliation, in addition to coordinating and supervising activities 
conducted by the unit, exercised oversight and advisory responsibilities in respect of the Reconciliation Unit. The 
unit’s activities centred on sensitising the general public as to the unit’s conceptualisation of reconciliation and of 
promoting healing, forgiveness, social cohesion and unity.2

1.1 The need for this report 

The Gambia’s reconciliation agenda seeks to rebuild the trust and confidence that underscore the relationship 
between the state and society, as well as between groups within Gambian society. While such a reconciliation 
agenda will be promoted by the processes of truth recovery and institutional transformation that have been 
initiated, it will need to be sustained through deliberate programmes and initiatives that ensure that the 
momentum of these processes is supported in order, ultimately, to transform ruptured relationships. This requires a 
careful and strategic approach that takes into account the legacy of rights violations and the attendant traumatic 
after-effects and social fissures that those violations have left on the collective psyche of Gambians. In addition, the 
reconciliation agenda has been set up within an environment where the newly reclaimed rights to free expression, 
civic protest and media freedoms contrast with the authoritarian practices of the former regime, thus creating a 
cacophony of new debates over how public and virtual spaces in The Gambia should be utilised and managed. 
Furthermore, numerous other issues, such as the internal squabbles within the governing coalition, the ultimate 
collapse of the governing coalition and its impact on the coalition-led promises of reform, a re-emergent civil 
society sector that is still trying to make its mark on the sociopolitical landscape, and an upcoming election cycle 
that promises to be highly contentious, are all significant dynamics that may facilitate or hinder national 
reconciliation.In consequence, a strategic approach to reconciliation must be informed by a careful assessment of 
emergent social factors, citizens’ expectations and social realities, as well as the identification of potential conflict 
drivers and engines and resources for peace-building that may significantly impact and inform the development of 
a bespoke reconciliation strategy in The Gambia. This report thus seeks to assess the different sociopolitical 
dynamics in The Gambia which may have a bearing on initiatives that are geared towards national reconciliation.
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During the course of its work, the TRRC’s Reconciliation Unit and its Committee on Reconciliation collaborated in 
order to facilitate numerous activities as part of the TRRC’s mandate to promote reconciliation and healing. Some of 
these activities included focus-group discussions on reconciliation with various stakeholders, social-cohesion 
training in communities, engagements with religious leaders, and the facilitation of both interpersonal (victim-and-
perpetrator) reconciliation (between witnesses who testified at the TRRC and perpetrators who requested an 
opportunity to apologise to those they had violated) and community reconciliation (facilitated between divided 
sections of some communities).While these initiatives have largely been received positively, they have not been 
undertaken as part of a coherent strategic approach, but rather as individual events or activities. As a result, their 
impact on promoting broader or long-term reconciliation has been limited. The TRRC did not develop any specific 
conceptualisation of what it perceived reconciliation to be, nor did it develop a strategy to guide its approach with 
regard to the mandate of promoting reconciliation. In view of this, the present reconciliation audit seeks to serve as 
a basis for guiding the development of the relevant agenda. By conducting a structured analysis of data reflecting 
the aspirations and expectations of the public, and the lessons learnt to date (both from The Gambia and from 
comparative experiences), this report seeks to provide recommendations for a reconciliation agenda in the post-
TRRC context.

1.2 Aims 

This reconciliation audit was developed with the aim of conducting limited consultations with various key 
stakeholders – ranging from state actors to civil society organisations (CSOs), community representatives and 
victims – with a view to understanding their conceptualisation of reconciliation in the context of The Gambia. The 
goal was to determine necessary preconditions to reconciliation in The Gambia and identify the necessary 
mechanisms and process that would facilitate that reconciliation.

The reconciliation audit also included the review of previous national reconciliation strategies employed in other 
countries that undertook TJ initiatives in contexts similar to that of The Gambia. This was done in order to draw 
lessons from such processes that would assist The Gambia develop a national strategy to guide its reconciliation 
agenda post the TRRC. The report generated from the audit incorporates recommendations for consideration by the 
various stakeholders in the Gambian TJ.The audit was undertaken at a critical stage of the Gambian TJ process, that 
is, when the TRRC was concluding its hearings in preparation for the drafting and submission of its report within the 
context of a general-election year. The audit was thus conducted within a politically hypercharged atmosphere in 
which public discourse was focused on the effects, outcomes and expectations emanating from the TJ process and a 
growing awareness of the long-term challenges of addressing the legacies of authoritarian rule. This was therefore 
an opportune and important time in which to consult with various stakeholders on the subject of the Gambian 
reconciliation agenda.
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2. METHODOLOGY

The reconciliation audit was conducted using a combination of desk reviews, key-stakeholder interviews and expert 
interviews. Twenty key stakeholders, that is, people who would either be significantly affected by the outcomes of 
the TJ process or who would play a significant role in the Gambian TJ process, were interviewed. Participants were 
intentionally selected from a wide range of geographic and social demographics, including victims of human rights 
violations from both rural and urban regions, staff of the TRRC, representatives of CSOs, officials of political parties, 
religious leaders, as well as a journalist and an academic researcher. TJ experts from four countries (Chile, Colombia, 
South Africa and Sierra Leone) were also interviewed about the reconciliation processes in their contexts and desk 
reviews were conducted of the reconciliation process of two other countries (Rwanda and Kenya). Considering the 
very small number of participants targeted, the present study is very limited in scope. However, it is hoped that the 
study will serve as a foundation on which further studies into reconciliation in The Gambia can be built upon.

The desk review covered various secondary data sources detailing the social history of The Gambia from the colonial 
era to the present, the reconciliation activities undertaken by the TRRC during the period of its mandate, the work of 
CSOs and other stakeholders in relation to reconciliation in The Gambia, and research resources dealing with 
reconciliation and the factors and trends that directly affect reconciliation.The interviews with key stakeholders 
were conducted in two phases by a local Gambian consultant. The first phase targeted respondents living in the 
rural regions of The Gambia. This phase took one week (7 days), beginning on 14 June 2021 and ending on 21 June 
2021. The second phase of the interviews focused on respondents in the Greater Banjul (urban area) and was 
conducted between 23 June 2021 and 13 July 2021. This second phase coincided with the finalisation of the TRRC’s 
work, which consequently delayed the interviews with participants from TRRC. Interviews that were scheduled to 
take place at Kanilai were also delayed owing to an altercation between the United Democratic Party (UDP) election 
registration observers and residents of Kanilai. It was believed that, given the political tensions, the environment 
might be too tense to venture into the community for the interviews. The expert interviews, on the other hand, were 
conducted via Zoom videoconferencing.

2.1 inclusivity 

The approach taken to this audit was premised on the notion that conceptualising reconciliation and the types of 
mechanisms that can be employed in the Gambian context should emanate from Gambian stakeholders. Thus the 
study aimed to engage Gambians from diverse backgrounds. Of the 20 participants interviewed, five were victims, 
three were political-party leaders, four were women community leaders (from the Central River Region and the 
Lower River Region), two were religious leaders, four were civil society representatives, one was a journalist, one was 
a political science researcher, two were returnee migrants, two were out-of-school youths, one was a representative 
from the Reconciliation Unit of the TRRC, and one was the chairperson of the TRRC’s Committee on Reconciliation.
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2.2 Gender considerations 

The reconciliation audit also employed a gender-sensitive perspective with regard to the study’s design, planning, 
research and data analysis. A cross section of women of diverse social orientations were included in order to capture 
the cross-sectional and divergent views of women from various perspectives. Female participants included victims, 
a senior political-party official, a staff member of the TRRC, and rural women. Variances in age and ethnic 
backgrounds were also considered. Of the 20 participants, 9 were women and 11 were men.
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3.  SOCIAL DIVISIONS IN THE GAMBIA: 
HISTORICAL RESEARCH AND 
PARTICIPANTS’ PERSPECTIVES

The Gambia is the smallest country on the mainland of Africa. Nevertheless, it is ethnically, culturally and 
linguistically diverse, with about 10 different indigenous languages being spoken. The country became a British 
crown colony in 1821, comprising only Bathurst (Banjul) and its immediate surroundings. However, in 1889, the 
French ceded control of the new territories surrounding the Gambia River. New boundaries for Gambia were drawn 
and the British declared the new territory a protectorate.3 Britain directly administered Bathurst (the urban region of 
the country) but exercised indirect rule over the newly demarcated protectorate. As the country moved towards 
independence, social divisions emerged between Gambians in the colony and those in the Protectorate, with the 
latter viewing the former as elitists who consorted with the British colonialists. The political parties that sprung up as 
Gambia moved towards independence were characterised along these lines. The United Party, for example, was 
considered elitist by those from rural Gambia, who rallied more around the People’s Progressive Party (PPP) headed 
by Jawara.4

During this later period, which is generally referred to as the First Republic of The Gambia, Sir Dawda Kairaba Jawara 
was the leader. He became prime minister following independence in 1965 and, subsequently, president in 1970 
when The Gambia attained the status of a republic. Despite the ethnic diversity of The Gambia, there were no 
apparent ethnic divisions during this period. In fact, President Jawara strove to promote inclusivity by appointing 
ethnic minorities in government and the civil service and by encouraging ethnic membership of the PPP. Many PPP 
supporters from the former protectorate5 (mostly the Mandinka) resented what they perceived as Jawara mostly 
favouring former colonial-era elites (mainly the Wolof in the urban area) with important positions in government. 
The politics of the time and the socio-economic benefits that accrued thus created some degree of socio-ethnic 
tension. However, such tension did not give rise to overt socio-ethnic divisions.6 Instead, the more ostensible 
tension was that within the social fabric, which tended to be more class-based than ethnic.

Politically, the ruling PPP used its control of state resources and institutions to its own advantage. For example, the 
state-owned Radio Gambia and the Gambia News Bulletin were used to fully cover PPP political activities. Moreover, 
government vehicles were used for campaigning. Notwithstanding this, tensions did not go beyond the normal 
political antagonism between parties. The Jawara government tolerated political opponents, criticism by an 
independent press, and a trade union movement that generally operated without restriction.7
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3.1 Divisions during the time of the First Republic 

Following severe economic challenges in the late 1980s and early 1990s, an economic recovery plan driven by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) resulted in cuts to government expenditure on the public service and a rise in 
corruption. This resulted in what Professor Abdoulaye Saine (a Gambian scholar and Professor Emeritus of 
International Political Economy at Miami University), described as the emergence of ‘a distinct privileged class, of 
mostly career politicians, senior civil servants and a business stratum that enjoyed a relatively comfortable lifestyle’8. 
This was in direct contrast to the situation of the Gambian people as a whole, who lived in abject poverty. According 
to Saine, ‘politicians, alongside civil servants and the business elite, constituted a class identifiable by their dwellings, 
automobiles, [and] their privileged existence that, in general, gave their children numerous advantages over less 
well-to-do relatives and compatriots’. Those connected to the state enjoyed both legal and extrajudicial access to 
state resources through nepotism and bribery. The resulting social and economic inequalities provided fertile 
ground for the 1994 coup d’état that led to the demise of the First Republic9 and were cited by the coupists as their 
motivation for overthrowing the government.

3.2 Divisions during the time of the Second Republic 

Many Gambians were initially positive about the change, as the ruling AFPRC decried the ‘rampant corruption’ that 
created the gross economic inequalities in the country and portrayed itself as the social champion of the masses.

However, some of the respondents in the present study believe that the change of government itself triggered the 
manifestation of ethnic/tribal sentiments that had simmered below the surface during the time of the Jawara 
regime. In their view, some of the ethnic groups that felt marginalised under the Jawara government believed it was 
now their turn to enjoy the perks of government. In his desire to consolidate power, Jammeh saw an opportunity for 
a divide-and-rule approach to self-perpetuation and consequently exploited the ethnic sentiments that began to 
surface. Whereas, in initial interviews, he blamed the social inequalities under the former regime on elitist behaviour, 
he soon began to frame the blame along ethnic lines.10 He subsequently blamed the socio-economic inequalities 
allowed by the previous regime on an alleged Mandinka superiority complex in relation to other tribes in the 
country. Jammeh thus embarked on an affirmative action-style restructuring of the security and civil service sectors 
in the guise of reintegrating the marginalised Jola tribe which, for a long time, had occupied the lower rungs of the 
social pecking order. This generated a strong core of loyal support among Jola communities, for which he also 
improved access to education, health services and other social amenities. He continued his ethnic rhetoric against 
the Mandinka, whom he claimed looked down on other tribes and were intent on inciting violence in the country.11

Jammeh also swiftly embarked on governance by patronage, rewarding only those who showed unflinching loyalty 
to him. Jammeh loyalists were appointed to all key state institutions to insulate him against opponents. The 
disproportionate appointment of his own tribespeople (the Jola) to virtually all the key positions of power within 
state institutions led to resentment on the part of other ethnic groups within these institutions, thereby creating 
mistrust. Witnesses testified at the TRRC that senior positions in the prisons system were disproportionately held by 
Jola officers, most of whom came from Kanilai (Jammeh’s village of less than 10 000 people). In addition to the 
commission of human rights violations against prisoners and prison officers from other backgrounds, these officers 
reportedly boasted that they were part of the ‘royal family’. Furthermore, their contraventions of prison laws, rules 
and regulations went unpunished.12 The ‘us versus them’ mindset which Jammeh encouraged between the 
Mandinka and Jola also manifested itself in mistrust between state/security institutions and the public. Moreover, 
his use of heavy-handed tactics to supress political dissent also led to several clashes between security forces and 
members of the UDP, which was the main opposition party. The fact that the security forces were disproportionately 
made up of members of the Jola tribe and the UDP13 largely of the Mandinka only exacerbated ethnic mistrust.
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Jammeh also saw an opportunity to politicise religion in order to consolidate power as well as to resort to a foreign 
policy ploy to attract Arab or Middle Eastern financial aid to replace Western aid which was no longer forthcoming.14 
He aligned himself with the ideological preferences of religious organisations such as the Supreme Islamic Council 
– which appealed to the majority of the Sunni Muslim population – in order to legitimise his image as a righteous, 
God-ordained leader.15 In 2015, Jammeh declared The Gambia an Islamic Republic16 and, shortly after that, 
introduced the compulsory wearing of headscarves by all women in public offices17, thereby completely 
disregarding the concerns of Christians, Muslim minority groups and non-Muslims in The Gambia.

Almost all the respondents in the study agreed that the social divisions that emerged during the time of the Second 
Republic were caused by Jammeh. One respondent, however, argued that the ethnic divisions were a consequence 
of the change of government:

The divisions [arose] right away, and I don’t think that was necessarily [due to] Yahya Jammeh, but [rather 
to] the people. I think Yahya Jammeh saw the opportunity[,] because if you divide and rule you can make 
yourself very powerful. I think that’s where we started[;] the divisions along tribal lines which were also 
divisions along economic lines. It was like”[:] ‘[T]he elites are out, now it’s our turn.’ 
 [Participant interview, 5 July 2021]

Respondents indicated that, while ethnic divisions were the main outcome of Jammeh’s divisive politics, the politics 
of patronage during his time also created new socio-economic divisions, as a result of which only those sympathetic 
or loyal to Jammeh had access to social benefits. They also highlighted the dysfunctionality within institutions as 
one of the outcomes of Jammeh’s selective appointment of public officials. According to most participants, 
promotion within public institutions was not based on merit or qualifications but rather on loyalty to Jammeh or 
tribal affiliations.

Other respondents believed that Jammeh’s political suppression of the larger ethnic groups, and his strong 
emphasis of the Jola identity, triggered ethnic sentiment among some sections of these groups (particularly the 
Mandinka), who also began to argue that they, being indigenous people, ‘owned’ the country. This, according to the 
respondents, led to political alignment along ethnic lines, and politicians soon began to see that appealing to ethnic 
sentiment was the easiest way to gain political support. One respondent even noted that, as a close-knit society 
with a history of ethnic intermarriages, Jammeh’s treatment of his supporters, in contrast with his persecution of 
opponents, brought about a breakdowns in social relationships even at the family level:

I like to take myself as an example. What happened to me divided my family. We are part of Yahya 
Jammeh’s family. My father was violated [killed] and my family tried to pursue justice for him, but we 
received no support from the rest of our family … because they perceived Yahya Jammeh as a superior who 
had too much power and could do anything. As a result of our anger[, we] … don’t even … engage with our 
family members and, for 15 years now, we don’t go to our home village of Kanilai, because we feel that the 
family did not support us in our cause. 
 [Participant interview, 8 July 2021

The linking of religion and politics under Yahya Jammeh’s regime also increased polarisation. The findings in the 
TRRC’s final report indicate that this linking of religion and politics, and its negative impact on social cohesion, was 
not an accidental by-product of the Jammeh regime but part of a conscious strategy and methodology by him to 
consolidate his power in order to maintain a firm and absolute grip on power.18 The greatest manifestation of 
religious division was to be observed in 2018 when the Christian Council argued that the Constitution should 
explicitly state that The Gambia is a secular state while the Supreme Islamic Council and many Muslims argued that 
adding this amounted to accepting homosexuality and other practices considered immoral by them.19
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3.3 Divisions in the New Gambia 

Just as the prevailing socio-economic situation in the latter part of the First Republic became an antecedent to the 
1994 coup, the machinations of the Jammeh regime in pursuit of political entrenchment created the institutional, 
ethnic, religious and even socio-economic schisms that The Gambia grapples with in the post-Jammeh transition 
period. Participants in the present study stated that, following the regime change in 2016, unexpressed sentiments 
emanating from the realities of the previous regime erupted, creating tensions along ethnic, religious and political 
lines. According to them, the new sociopolitical landscape has allowed people to express long-held views arising 
from the toxic environment of Jammeh’s ethnic politics, patronage and suppression of dissent.

According to some of the respondents, the new environment has subjected those who were perceived to be 
Jammeh loyalists or sympathisers to politically and ethnically motivated verbal attacks. This they say, has led to 
further tensions, because people are politically aligning themselves along ethnic lines and then contesting for 
political power, which, in turns, results in ethnic divisions. This perception is supported by a recent Afrobarometer 
survey on religious and ethnic tensions in post-Jammeh Gambia (2020) which found that, among the major ethnic 
groups, the Jola are most likely to say that they experience discrimination or harassment based on their ethnicity 
(25%), followed by the Mandinka (18%). These figures showcase the ethnic tensions between these two groups, 
tensions which were fuelled by Jammeh’s ethnic politics of the past 22 years.20

The legacy of financial maladministration and abuses of power under the former president has also brought about 
serious economic and social challenges that have created rifts. His developmental projects, for instance access to 
amenities such as electricity and infrastructure, were selective and limited to loyalists. As a result, many areas, 
particularly in the rural regions were excluded from development initiatives such as road construction, access to 
electricity, etc. Rural respondents therefore believe that they were unfairly treated compared with their urban 
counterparts. Most of the respondents consider these inequalities to be at the root of ethnic, political and 
communal volatility as well as possible drivers of conflict.

3.4 Marginalisation 

Despite almost unanimous consensus about the divisions in The Gambia, respondents in this study largely differed 
on which groups have been marginalised within the social fabric over time. However, the areas occupied by the Jola 
and the Foni were cited by the greatest number of participants as marginalised both pre-Jammeh as well as under 
the current political dispensation (2016–2021). According to them, the residents of Foni feel that they are being 
treated as a homogenous group deserving of punishment for being supporters of Jammeh. Respondents also said 
that, though the Jola are not all opposed to the TRRC, they have not been meaningfully involved in national TJ 
discourse and have been automatically presumed to be antagonistic to it. One respondent said: ‘Just look at the 
checkpoints concentrated in the Foni[;] the way they are treated is making them feel left out … . They feel like they 
are under siege with the Senegalese soldiers stationed there.’ Another also highlighted the failure to mount any 
meaningful investigation into the killing of Haruna Jatta – a resident of Kanilai who was shot dead by ECOMIG 
(ECOWAS Military Intervention in The Gambia) soldiers on 2 June 2017 during a protest by villagers against the 
stationing of ECOMIG soldiers in the area – as another manifestation of marginalisation in Jola communities. The 
issue of land disputes which arose under the Jammeh regime and is still ongoing, particularly in Kombo South, was 
also highlighted as an example of marginalisation of the Jola and Manjago ethnic minorities.

More than half of respondents also believed that, despite the common perception, marginalisation in The Gambia is 
less of an ethnic nature and results more from unequal access to the meagre resources. However, they agree that 
there is a tendency towards presidential patronage and that access to resources is limited along ethnic and political 



PAGE  10

THE GAMBIA:  RECONCILIATION STUDY REPORT

lines either as a political favour or as punishment – which leads to resentment and divisions between ethnic groups. 
Thus, even if the root of the grievance is socio-economic in nature, it gives rise to ethnic tensions. As one respondent 
noted: ‘Except [during] the Jammeh era, no development initiatives [benefit the] Foni and until recently government 
never [really] engaged with them … . [This] manifested most clearly in the way the government governs. Only those 
who are affiliated with the government of the day are catered for.’ However, some respondents also considered 
women and minority groups, such as the Christian community (which has no National Assembly representative 
despite comprising almost 10% of the population) and the Ahmadiyya, as being marginalised by government’s 
selective treatment.

Two of the respondents argued that marginalisation is based only on those in power marginalising working-class 
Gambians, who must then bear the burden of social immobility. One respondent argued that, from 1994 to the 
present, those in government have not considered the masses. As a result, the economic situation of the working 
class has continued to deteriorate in the face of increasing inflation, high commodity prices, a lack of proper basic 
amenities in local communities, and low salaries.

Three out of the 20 respondents interviewed also mentioned the youth as a marginalised group owing to them 
being deprived of opportunities ranging from educational facilities to employment. Respondents believed that poor 
socio-economic prospects for the youth across The Gambia have led to many negative trends such as migration to 
urban areas, illegal journeys dubbed as ‘the back way’, and an increase in crime and violence in the New Gambia.

Of the 20 respondents interviewed, 17 believed that the marginalisation they described is a result of conduct by 
both the former and present government. The strongly held perception is that all governments – both past and 
present – only care about those who support the incumbent political party.

3.5 The harmful effects of marginalisation and social divisions 

A common thread that emerges from the interviews is that respondents ascribe social divisions to socio-economic 
underpinnings. The dominant viewpoint is that allegiances are formed based on needs and benefits. As 
governments have been prone to reward or punish persons based on affiliation, one of the outcomes has been 
identity formation founded on common grievances or interests. Accordingly, there is widespread political 
polarisation, since both politicians and the public use ethnic identity to align interests. Similarly, those who believe 
that they have been overlooked generally bond more with those from similar backgrounds and with similar 
grievances. This has resulted in a highly polarised country along political lines but with a tinge of ethnic polarisation 
as well. In this current atmosphere, there have been reports of several violent clashes within communities and 
between communities. The causes of such physical clashes have ranged from land or other resource disputes to 
disputes of a political nature.21The economic disparity between richer sections of society and the poor has resulted 
in trends such as migration to urban areas by those who have no opportunities in their own regions, as well as a 
high rate of illegal migration by young Gambians trying to find opportunities in Europe.22 Another impact of such 
economic disparity has been the recent increase in finance-related crimes such as robbery and theft as well as 
drug-trafficking related crimes.23
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3.6 Current and potential future impact of unresolved tensions 

One of the most frequently cited impacts of the unresolved tensions is the potential for radicalisation of individuals, 
particularly young Gambians24 who feel marginalised and believe that their concerns and issues are largely ignored 
by the state. Similarly, perceived or actual marginalisation based on ethnicity may result in ethnic violence, such as 
the recent violent skirmishes between UDP party members and residents of Kanilai (e.g. in Sibanor in 2017, and 
during the voter registration process this year).

One of the biggest risks to national stability in the run-up to the 2021/2022 election cycle arises from the messages 
expressed by the various competing political actors. In the current, charged political space, political tensions have 
the potential to cause differences that may trigger conflict. In addition, there have been several crackdowns by state 
security personnel on opposition-party members and dissenters, such as the Three Years Jotna Movement which 
demanded that the president honour his promise and limit his rule to three years.25 The increasing frequency of 
these crackdowns within the tense political environment of The Gambia is a significant threat to peace-building. 
Four of the respondents said that many people still feel the pain of violations at the hands of security forces during 
the Jammeh regime. Therefore, using the security forces to settle political scores poses a significant risk to peace.
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4.  CONCEPTUALISATION OF 
RECONCILIATION IN THE GAMBIA

At the beginning of the TJ process in 2017, the Ministry of Justice, in collaboration with the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and other stakeholders, drafted a National Transitional Justice Strategy (NTJS) for 
The Gambia. The strategy was designed to be an overall framework to guide the TJ process. It described 
reconciliation in the Gambian context as ‘processes initiated in the aftermath of massive and widespread human 
rights violations, in order to rebuild relationships.’26 The NTJS conceptualised reconciliation as taking various forms, 
namely interpersonal, community, regional and national reconciliation. The TRRC appears to have adopted this 
concept of reconciliation without providing any specific definition of it. While the term was widely used within the 
TJ environment, understandings of the concept varied. For example, Imam Jallow, one of the TRRC commissioners 
and chairperson of the Committee on Reconciliation, has frequently advocated for victims to ‘forgive and forget so 
we can reconcile as a country’, a notion that CSOs and members of the public strongly disagree with.

In the present study, there are commonalities as to how reconciliation is conceptualised but different respondents 
placed emphasis on different aspects of it. While everyone agreed that reconciliation entails addressing legacies of 
past violations by rebuilding broken relationships, some respondents believed that the onus of reconciliation is on 
the state to rebuild and regain the trust of the public. These respondents argued, that in The Gambia, there was no 
conflict between different sections of society. Rather, they said, the state monopolised the violence that occurred 
and perpetrated the violations against the public. Other respondents, however, perceived reconciliation in the 
context of resolving grievances between victims and perpetrators. One respondent who was of this view stated:

Reconciliation is about things that happened in the past, human rights violations, maltreatment, etc., and 
there are victims and perpetrators. In the process of reconciliation those who are perpetrators need to 
recognise the wrongs done and those affected should be compensated and helped to forgive, even though 
they cannot forget. They should be helped to look forward because, if we are fixed on the past, what future 
are we building?

Also, while some respondents perceived the process of reconciliation as one of compromise, others believed that it 
was not about making everyone happy but rather about fixing what was broken and, consequently, that justice 
must be done both in the restorative and punitive sense. Thus, they argued that perpetrators must accept 
responsibility and face the consequences of their actions, while grievances of victims have to be alleviated.

Although certain respondents believed that the reconciliation process must address underlying social issues within 
the context of which violations were committed, for example the. marginalisation of some groups and socio-
economic inequalities, others took a narrower view. They argued that the concept of reconciliation should be 
separated from the broader need for social and socio-economic reform.
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However, the majority of respondents, particularly those from the rural regions, argued that the broader social and 
socio-economic issues in The Gambia are a consequence of the actions of the former regime and must thus be 
addressed in order to make those adversely affected amenable to reconciliation. Rural respondents generally 
viewed socio-economic disparities as the most divisive issue and as an obstacle to reconciliation. According to them, 
all the oppression they face, whether political or ethnic, culminates in economic disadvantage and, unless these 
disadvantages are addressed, they cannot feel part of a whole (reconciled Gambia). Some respondents also argued 
that the impact of the human rights violations suffered by victims and their families is also felt the most in terms of 
their socio-economic circumstances, whether livelihood needs, medical needs, or access to basic amenities such as 
education for their children or accommodation. Therefore, they believed that reconciliation must of necessity 
involve addressing the social and socio-economic problems.

Three respondents argued against the notion that reconciliation must include providing justice for victims in the 
punitive sense. According to these respondents, reconciliation should be forward-looking in the sense of trying to 
restore broken relationships rather than focusing on assigning blame and meting out retributive justice. For these 
respondents, putting emphasis on punitive justice is counterproductive to the goals of reconciliation. One of them 
explained it thus:

This is not denying that Jammeh and his regime committed gross human rights violations, but it is about 
finding a way forward and not [being] too obsessed with the past. If you look at the dialogues we have had 
with communities, you can see that the confrontational approach of the TRRC in treating alleged 
perpetrators … is hindering reconciliation. I’ve heard of a tradition in South Africa where[,] if a person does 
something wrong[,] the community brings him into their circle and everyone reminds him of one good 
thing he [has] done [in order] to reorient him, because they believe that person is lost. It is no good to 
castigate or stigmatise perpetrators. Let’s remind them of their values and principles which they [have] lost. 
To me that is reconciliation.

For one respondent, the entire notion of reconciliation in The Gambia is problematic. He argued that 
reconciliation implies that conflict existed between sections of society, which was not the case in the 
Gambian context. According to him, what is needed is to make reparations to those adversely affected by 
the government concerned and embark on renewing social relationships. Otherwise, he stated: Those who 
don’t agree that there was conflict in the Gambia will ask, what are we reconciling? At a personal level I 
prefer using [a] term like ‘social cohesion’ because that enables every individual to see him[self] or herself in 
that process.

4.1 Conceptualisation of reconciliation in traditional society 

Gambian society has, within its traditional cultural setting, conflict-resolution mechanism that have been used for 
centuries to address social conflict. Two of the most prominent of these are the tradition of Sanawuya or kal (joking 
relationships between clans and tribes) and Dangkuto (blood pacts). The tradition has its origins in the Manding 
Empire of the 13th century and was so significant that it was incorporated in the Kurukan Fuga (also referred to as 
the Manden Charter), which was essentially considered the constitution of the Mali Empire. Article 7 of the Manden 
Charter states:

Sanawuya and Dangkuto have been established among the Mandinka. Consequently, any contention that 
occurs among these groups should not degenerate the respect for one another being the rule. Between 
brothers-in-law and sisters-in-law, between grandparents and grandchildren, tolerance should be the 
principle.27
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The tradition of Sanawuya operates between people with certain specific surnames (e.g. Darboe and Jammeh), or 
between particular ethnic groups (e.g. the Jola and Fula), or between particular communities (people from Nuimi 
and people from Jarra). In terms of the tradition, a member from one side can say anything to someone from the 
other side without that person reacting in a confrontational/hostile manner. It thus allows people to tell each other 
hard truths without the risk of matters erupting in conflict. There is also an expectation that, when one side requests 
something from the other, the request be honoured. Thus, if a person of the Jola tribe is involved in conflict, a 
person from the Fula tribe can ask him or her to desist ,and the tradition expects the latter to honour such request 
owing to the sacred bonds that exist between their two tribes. Dangkuto, on the other hand, though also operating 
between groups, does so subject to the understanding that the relationships between the two groups is so sacred 
that no member of one side is allowed to do anything harmful or hurtful to someone from the other side. The pact is 
solemnised such that it is believed that whoever breaks the pact will be cursed for life. These traditional mechanisms 
were used in the past to defuse conflict and maintain peace among Gambians and were responsible for resolving 
many volatile and turbulent situations.28

Some of the participants in the study suggested that, in The Gambia’s reconciliation agenda, these traditions can be 
used in non-formal settings to encourage perpetrators to confess and seek forgiveness. Others suggested that they 
can also be used to defuse tensions in situations where politics has created ethnic or other tension. One of the 
respondents pointed out:

The Baddibunkas did it [used the Sanawuya relationship] and went to Garawol where there is [a] caste 
system issue [in which] all … institutions found [it] difficult to intervene. They did it because … the tradition 
of Sanawuya which they have with the people of Garawol.

Although known by different names, this tradition of joking relationships is not confined to the Mandinka and is 
honoured across ethnic groups and in inter-ethnic contexts. One of the respondents said of these relationships:

These joking relationships helped to foster understanding in our midst and allowed us to tolerate many 
things happening around us, be it a word said or an action done. We believed that this is normal[;] it is part 
of a society and we embraced it. But of [late] people are moving away from that, thinking: ‘I am educated 
and these are norms we need to move away from them.’ But these are [the fabric] of society that [binds] 
people together and I believe it will help in trying to address [a] lot of these issues we face.

Other respondents also highlighted women-led organisations such as the Kompin (women’s community groups), 
Dairas (women organisers of religious events) and Kanyaleng (traditional communicators) as local institutions 
which can be co-opted to promote reconciliation initiatives. These institutions are very influential within local 
communities and initiate many social activities. The Yay-Kompins (leaders of the women’s community groups) are 
very influential politically. They are highly sought after by politicians, as their support or lack thereof can impact 
elections significantly. They also undertake dispute-resolution activities within local communities. The organisers 
of Dairas are also active women who help initiate community-cohesion activities and programmes, while the 
Kanyaleng are well known for their ability to disseminate information and advocate through traditional music, 
singing, art and comedy. All of these traditional women’s institutions have peace-building and social-cohesion 
components which they implement at the local level. With greater support and synergy, they can be utilised in a 
national reconciliation process.

Some respondents also stated that, within their communities, there are reconciliation committees which mediate all 
issues arising within the community. These committees can also be utilised in the process of reconciliation.
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4.2 Religious conceptualisations of reconciliation 

Since The Gambia is largely a religious society, the conceptualisation of reconciliation by respondents in most cases 
included some religious basis, with some expressly subscribing to what, in their view, their faith defines 
reconciliation to be. A significant number of respondents therefore referenced the Quran or Bible in their definitions 
of reconciliation. However, two respondents, one an imam and one a pastor, were specifically asked about the 
concept of reconciliation in the Islamic and Christian faiths, which the large majority of Gambians subscribe to. 
According to the imam, reconciliation in Islam is typified by a verse in Chapter 49, verse 9, of the Quran which states:

If two parties among you fall into quarrel or conflict, make peace between them, but if one of them has 
oppressed the other beyond bounds, then you must all fight against the offending party until it complies 
with the command of God (to be just and do good), and, if it complies, then make peace between them with 
justice and fairness, because God loves those who are fair.

According to his interpretation, reconciliation in Islam must be underpinned by truth, and, once truth is established 
for the victims and once the perpetrator accepts fault, justice will be served and reconciliation can be initiated.

The pastor, on the other hand, viewed the role of reconciliation in Christianity as significant because a person’s 
relationship with God is affected by his or her relationship with other people. He cited Matthew 5:23 and 24, which 
states:

If therefore you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your brother has anything 
against you, leave your gift there before the altar, and go your way. First be reconciled to your brother, and 
then come and offer your gift.

Thus, according to his understanding of the Bible, reconciliation goes beyond simply forgiving; it is about going to 
the person and rebuilding the relationship. However, the pastor also explained that there is the concept of justice in 
Christianity. According to him, the Bible speaks of both retributive and reparative justice. Accordingly, victims have a 
right to demand justice and to receive reparations.

In view of the limited number of participants in the study, none of the respondents were non-Gambian or refugees. 
Thus the study did not provide an opportunity to understand a refugee’s conceptualisation of reconciliation. 
However, this does not significantly affect the study, as it was believed that nationalism has never been a divisive 
issue or potential driver of conflict – though some studies have posited that deteriorating socio-economic 
circumstances may lead to xenophobic tendencies.

4.3 Conditions linked to reconciliation 

From the responses of participants in the present study, it is clear that some view reconciliation as a process while 
others conceive of it as a goal. For those who perceive it as a goal, certain elements of the TJ process are, of 
necessity, antecedent conditions to achieving a reconciled Gambia. However, for those who conceptualise 
reconciliation as a process; the elements of the TJ process are key the components of the reconciliation process. 
When respondents were asked about these elements of the TJ process (prosecution, reparations, truth, healing, and 
the provision of basic needs), and how they relate to reconciliation, the responses varied:
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4.3.1 Prosecution 

Prosecution was the most contentious issue on the list of conditions considered by the respondents. Two of the 
respondents argued that prosecution does not foster reconciliation because prosecuting an individual also affects 
their loved ones; thus, if it heals emotional wounds on one side (among victims), it also creates emotional wounds 
on the other side (among the family of the perpetrator). Two other respondents argued that, although many victims 
want to see prosecution happen, it has little benefit for victims. A respondent from civil society stated that, during 
engagements with victims, some victims had in fact indicated that they were not concerned so much about 
prosecution as they were about medical assistance and other forms of support to alleviate their needs. Proponents 
of this viewpoint cited the example of Charles Taylor’s trial and the millions of dollars spent on it while his victims 
continued to languish in poverty. They argued that prosecutions make no difference in victims’ lives. However, the 
majority of respondents (13, including all the victims who participated in the study) argued that prosecutions are 
central to reconciliation. One stated: ‘Prosecution is a must because reconciliation cannot be a case of: ‘It has already 
happened; let’s just move on.’ Those who bear the greatest burden must [be brought to] justice because we are also 
trying to prevent a recurrence.’ Another argued that, if justice in the form of prosecution does not prevail, victims 
cannot feel that there is an end to the violation of their rights and cannot therefore be expected to engage in a 
reconciliation process. Therefore, prosecution should be a prerequisite for reconciliation. Two other respondents, 
though agreeing that prosecution may be seen as disruptive to reconciliation, believed that The Gambia must 
facilitate accountability regardless. One of them argued that prosecution should be a part of the reconciliation 
process but must be approached from a balanced viewpoint. He posited that, for people whose testimonies have 
been controversial and it is not clear whether or not they are culpable, other alternatives may be considered, but, for 
those who have confessed to committing violations, prosecution should be a foregone conclusion. The other 
respondent added that the central theme of the reconciliation process should be justice and not appeasing the 
perpetrators. He said: ‘The perpetrator who is honest [with] himself will know that ‘I am atoning for a wrong I have 
committed’. The proponents of this view argue that a conception of reconciliation that avoids prosecuting those 
responsible for human rights violations risks giving rise to vigilantism or privatisation of justice where individuals, 
who have now identified those who committed violations against their families, take it upon themselves to exact 
revenge, inadvertently creating a violent society.

4.3.2 Reparations 

Reparations were unanimously agreed as being integral to reconciliation. One point of divergence among 
participants, however, was whether reparation is a part of reconciliation or a prerequisite to reconciliation. Several 
reasons were given by respondents for the significance of reparations in the reconciliation process. Among the 
reasons given is that reparations are a way of acknowledging that the state and the people recognise the violations 
endured by victims, while at the same time providing them with much-needed assistance that will help alleviate the 
impact of their pain and suffering as well as restore their dignity and recognise their loss.

Some respondents, however, highlighted that The Gambia’s reparations programme can be a potential obstacle to 
reconciliation. They argued that the spectrum of reparation types proposed by the TRRC29 may not reflect the 
expectations of victims and has the potential to become a bone of contention that is likely to affect victims’ 
willingness to engage in reconciliation initiatives.

4.3.3 The truth

All respondents agreed that the truth was a necessary precursor to reconciliation and that there cannot be any 
reconciliation without the truth first emerging. In the Gambian process, the TRRC has helped to reveal the facts 
about issues that were previously a matter of mere conjecture and rumour. The formal truth-telling process made it 
possible to bring coherence to names, dates and facts in order to indicate the kind of system that operated in The 
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Gambia during the Jammeh years. This has helped people to understand what happened, even some of those who 
previously denied the human rights violations.

One of the main criticisms levelled by respondents at the truth-seeking process was that it did not sufficiently highlight 
the context within which violations occurred. Others also emphasised that the role of the lead counsel and his team 
had created an adversarial atmosphere in the hearings that was bound to alienate some people and give the 
impression that there was a vendetta against some of the alleged perpetrators which made it difficult for them to 
prove their innocence in the eyes of the public and extricate themselves from the accusations. One respondent said:

For me the criticism of the truth process I have is that it was limited. The limited definition of what human 
rights violations [were] was mostly reduced to individual accountability[; … I’ve written about the quasi-
judicial nature of the process, and I think that was why it did not help people.

Another added that, owing to the adversarial/confrontational nature of the process, some of the opportunities to 
learn more were lost:

I think the people of Foni were not just opposed to the TRRC for no reason[. T]hey saw elements in it which 
were not fair and[,] if you are an independent viewer, you will ask why is it that not everyone was treated the 
same. Of course, the issue of victims can be prioritised in areas such as reparations but[,] in terms of the 
truth-telling part, everyone should have been just a witness.

4.3.4 Healing 

All respondents agreed that healing the trauma (viewed by some respondents as collective national trauma and by 
others as individual-victim trauma) would significantly affect the outlook for reconciliation. One out of the 
20 participants argued that healing had to be facilitated before reconciliation because victims’ trauma would hinder 
their ability to compromise with their antagonists. However, the majority of respondents viewed the healing process 
as a long-term one and argued that it should be pursued side by side with the process of promoting reconciliation.

4.3.5 Provision of basic needs 

Nineteen out of the 20 participants believed that socio-economic issues are integral to reconciliation in The Gambia. 
According to them, many people feel economically marginalised and, without addressing their most basic needs, 
cannot be expected to embark on reconciling with the same people whom they blame for their marginalisation. 
During the interviews, respondents used words such as ‘fundamental’, ‘integral’ and ‘necessary’ to describe the 
significance of providing for basic needs as part of a reconciliation process. One respondent said:

Basic needs are a significant component of a fully reconciled society. I can’t claim to be reconciled with 
somebody else when I can’t access quality water or education[;] it will compromise the whole process. 
Everyone must enjoy those things irrespective of your politics or ethnicity.

Another respondent stated:

[Fulfilling basic needs] will go a long way in [promoting] reconciliation. Everyone is in need of it. It will alleviate 
the anger, stress and trauma and make reconciling easier. Economic hardships create an environment where 
people are always opposing and attacking each other because they are competing for things.

One participant argued that providing for basic needs should not be considered part of reconciliation. She instead 
pointed to the fact that the fulfilment of such needs is a right of citizens generally and is not to be deemed the result 



PAGE  18

THE GAMBIA:  RECONCILIATION STUDY REPORT

of conflict. She was of the view that provision for basic needs is a precondition to reconciliation, and that 
reconciliation itself should be considered in terms of the human rights violations that resulted in broken 
relationships and of how to rebuild those relationships.

4.4 A Gambian definition of reconciliation? 

The context of The Gambia’s TJ process is slightly different from that of some other countries that embarked on a 
similar process. The reason for this is that there was not outright violent conflict in The Gambia but rather a systemic 
violation of human rights by the government and its agents for 22 years. However, the outcomes of those human 
rights violations have produced somewhat similar social, political, economic and other impacts to those that arise 
from post-conflict situations. Based on the present study and on the understanding of reconciliation as expressed 
by respondents, there does not seem to be any need to develop a distinctive definition of reconciliation.

4.5 Reconciliation versus social cohesion 

Despite the differences among respondents in conceptualising reconciliation, there was broad consensus that the 
language of reconciliation is apt in the Gambian context. It was preferred over terminology such as social cohesion 
or peace-building. While it was agreed that there was not outright conflict in the Gambia, respondents 
acknowledged that gross and heinous human rights violations had occurred during the 22 years of Jammeh’s rule. 
Furthermore, it was generally accepted that the violations under the Jammeh regime had created horizontal 
divisions and had polarised relationships within the social/national fabric, which warranted a specific process of 
reconciliation in order to mend what was broken. Only one respondent out of the 20 argued against the 
terminology, stating that there was no conflict between sections of Gambian society and that what the Gambia was 
embarking on should be termed a process of promoting social cohesion with a view to improving strained 
relationships. However, the rest of the respondents were of the opinion that describing the process as social 
cohesion would amount to sanitising the truth of what had transpired in The Gambia during Jammeh’s rule, which 
they contended would not be fair to the victims. Respondents asserted that the entire TJ justice process, especially 
reconciliation, must not prioritise the sensitivities of perpetrators or their supporters over those of victims.

4.6 Reconciliation in the light of gender 

Gambian society is largely patriarchal both because of its colonial heritage and its religious and traditional/cultural 
norms. Women make up more than half of the population and about 57% of registered voters.30 They play central 
roles in microfinance, societal/traditional institutions, and daily practices, in addition to constituting the core 
support for most of the major political parties. Despite their active role in society, however, women are most 
affected by gender discrimination along social, economic, religious, political and legal lines. Gender norms adversely 
affecting women are largely responsible for the inequalities between women and their male counterparts in 
Gambian society. These inequalities manifest themselves in levels of poverty among women (despite their 
microeconomic involvement in the economy), political under-representation, cultural norms such as female genital 
mutilation (FGM) and child marriage, as well as legal inequality arising from inheritance and other laws.31 Gender 
inequalities also lead to various forms of exploitation and sexual and gender-based violence against women in The 
Gambia. Despite the existence of legislation criminalising rape, child marriage, FGM, and other forms of sexual and 
gender-based violence (SGBV). According to the Handbook on SGBV of the Institute for Human Rights and 
Development released in 2020, the 2018 Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey found that 75% of girls between the ages 
of 15 to 19 years had undergone FGM and that 44% of girls between 15 and 19 years of age said that the practice of 
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FGM should continue. Less than half (49%) said it should cease. These statistics show that despite the law 
criminalising these acts, FGM is an ingrained cultural norm that continues to affect women and their reproductive 
health rights. Furthermore, 67% of girls aged 18 to 19 agreed that a man could beat his wife.32 The Handbook further 
states:

There are no specific statistics on the occurrence of rape in The Gambia, but it has become clear from 
reports that this behaviour has become a common practice in families, at community level and at the state 
level. In 2019, the Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations Commission (TRRC) heard from victims of SGBV 
during the Jammeh era with most, if not all, of the perpetrators being government or military/security 
officials.

Gender norms in The Gambia are also strictly heterosexual-oriented. Non-heterosexual gender identities are both 
legally unacceptable and socially scorned. The most recent Afrobarometer survey on tolerance in the current 
Gambian context found that most Gambians are tolerant of people of different ethnic (94%), religious (79%) and 
national (88%) backgrounds. However, the same survey found that an overwhelming 96% of Gambians were 
intolerant of gay people.33

Many of the human rights violations by the Jammeh regime related to gender were perpetrated against women and 
gay people. Women were economically exploited on Jammeh’s private farms and as cooks and domestic workers 
during his festivals and parties. Witnesses testified before the TRRC that Jammeh (and some of his senior 
government officials) had raped and sexually abused numerous young women. One of the specific themes during 
the TRRC hearings was gender-based violence, with various recommendations in regard thereto being made in the 
TRRC report. While the issue of gender identity has not been identified as a significantly divisive issue, gender norms 
in relation to women are seen as highly relevant to the reconciliation process. Furthermore, given patriarchal 
societal norms and the utilisation of gender violence against men as a tool of abuse under the Jammeh regime, 
gender is viewed as a key consideration in the pursuit of reconciliation in the Gambia. In view of the greater 
propensity of gender violence against women, most of the respondents in the present study argued that the 
meaningful involvement of women in the reconciliation process is a must. Some respondents also stated that the 
impact of human rights violations had been greatest on women; hence it was important to intentionally prioritise 
women leaders within communities to spearhead any reconciliation initiatives. One respondent opined: ‘We have to 
entrench gender equity in everything we do[,] and[,] in terms of gender-based violence, the focus should be on 
training young men to start standing up for their mothers and sisters.’ Another stated that, for any reconciliation 
process to succeed:,

Women should be treated as active agents and not merely involved to tick a box. When we went to Sohm 
recently, we met this group of women who [had] organised themselves into community mediators[;] 14 of 
them with just three men. They set it up themselves and invited the men to join. These kinds of women 
should be used as active agents.

Other respondents also highlighted the role of women as social organisers and as facilitators in political, religious 
and traditional affairs. In view of these significant roles in the social setting, they argued that women are therefore 
key to the reconciliation process. However, one of the challenges that has been highlighted as a potential obstacle 
to the meaningful participation of women in the process is the effect of negative gender norms which reduce 
women to passive participants in religious and political affairs. One of the participants noted: ‘Using existing 
religious and cultural infrastructures in the reconciliation process may cause problems for women’s participation.’ 
Therefore, the reconciliation process will need to transcend and, ideally, transform existing religious and cultural 
norms in order to ensure that women’s leadership and meaningful engagement are integrated in the reconciliation 
process.
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4.7 The TRRC’s approach to reconciliation 

In the course of its work, the TRRC did not develop any overall strategic document to guide its approach to some of 
the core aspects of its mandate. While rules of procedure and other documentation were developed to guide the 
truth-seeking process, and a reparation policy and regulations were developed to guide the process of granting 
reparations, there was no specific document flowing from the mandate that was designed to promote national 
healing and reconciliation, such as a reconciliation-strategy document. As a result, no specific definition of 
reconciliation was forthcoming from the TRRC. Instead, the approach adopted by it in its reconciliation-related 
activities was premised on the definition proffered in the National Transitional Justice Strategy. Based on that 
definition and on recommendations derived from a mapping34 exercise conducted by the Reconciliation Unit to 
identify areas of social tension in The Gambia, the TRRC (by way of the Reconciliation Unit, which was guided by the 
Committee on Reconciliation), approached reconciliation through:

1. Interpersonal reconciliation, that is, the facilitation of reconciliation at the personal level between the 
perpetrator and the victim;

2. Sociopolitical reconciliation, that is, facilitating political dialogue and reconciliation between various 
political-party leaders and stakeholders from government and the security services; and

3. Tribal/religious reconciliation, that is, engagement with religious leaders and the different 
communities with a view to mending relationships (This form of reconciliation also includes 
intercommunity and intracommunity reconciliation activities.)

4.8 Tensions between truth, justice and reconciliation 

TJ processes are inherently complicated due to the tensions that arise from the different objectives being pursued 
and the often highly charged post-conflict/post-authoritarian environments within which they are implemented. In 
the Gambian context, the approach to truth-telling has produced some tensions vis-à-vis the promotion of national 
healing and reconciliation. Some respondents in the study highlighted the fact that the quasi-judicial approach to 
the truth-telling process created a situation in which it was difficult to determine which witnesses were telling the 
truth and which were lying. According to respondents, the court-like setting created a sense of subjectivity that was 
more akin to a prosecution process. They argued that, instead of truth-seeking, the approach of lead counsel was to 
try to prove that some witnesses’ testimonies were false, which made the process seem biased. For them, it was not 
a process in which all the stories were heard, with the truth then being arrived at on the basis of all the evidence. 
Rather, the lead counsel’s approach presumed that some people were already guilty and endeavoured to elicit a 
confession or prove their guilt. This, said respondents, raised questions in some sections of society about the 
motivation behind, and legitimacy of, the process.

The sentiments of those who view the truth-seeking process in this light may pose challenges for the reconciliation 
process. If what actually happened is contested by sections of society, trust in the process will be eroded and it will 
be viewed as a witch-hunt targeting particular individuals, thus making efforts to reconcile more difficult. One 
respondent expressed it thus:

I even think that the role of the lead counsel was problematic because it [was] an agency … established [at] 
the last minute that came in and reoriented the whole idea of the truth-telling process, [and] because 
sometimes you [heard] him saying that we’re not interested in that, this is what [we’re] looking for. So[,] 
already, it created a mindset that there [was] something that people [were] looking for and must get. But … 
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what I understood about the truth-telling process is that the commission [would] allow people to come and 
share their part of the story, and from there … conclusion[s would be made].

As an example, this respondent cited the testimonies of former vice-president  Isatou Njie Saidy and the former chief 
of the defence staff Baboucarr Jatta, saying that these were top officials who had a lot of information that could 
have been exploited. Instead, counsel told them that, based on information received, they were lying. The 
respondent then said:

I mean, everybody – even the people that we felt were giving the right information – you know, when you 
look at it again, you feel like these people were also lying to a certain extent. So, for me[,] that is the aspect 
that limited the TRRC process… . And for me that would [make reconciliation] very difficult … .

The same respondent was of the view that the way in which the hearings were conducted may have been because 
those who led the TRRC process (chairperson, lead counsel and executive secretary) were all from the Gambian 
diaspora and did not sufficiently appreciate the Gambian context.

Similarly, in relation to justice and reconciliation, tensions arise as a consequence of how different groups define 
each of these concepts. Many victims, for example, stress that there cannot be reconciliation without justice. 
However, their definition of justice is narrowed to only retributive/punitive justice; hence, for them reparations (a 
form of restorative justice) is not sufficient, as it falls outside their conceptualisation of justice. Conversely, there are 
those who perceive punitive justice (prosecution) as a politically motivated agenda to punish those who were 
previously in power. Accordingly, this group views a process that includes retributive/punitive justice as creating 
new victims/marginalised groups (families of convicted perpetrators) that will not want to engage in any form of 
reconciliation with those who called for and caused their perceived victimisation. One of the respondents stated the 
following:

… I don’t think [prosecution] will foster reconciliation because[, by] prosecuting [an] individual, others are 
affected. Some [might] be satisfied, especially victims[;] that’s what they would want to see. But everybody 
[is] connected to others, be it the leader, your family members, your well-wisher[s], etc. So, when you talk 
about prosecution, … [i]t’s about people facing whatever wrong they did. It could mean sentencing 
somebody for a number of months or years, etc. It could mean [imposing] fines that people must pay, [and] 
sometimes even sentencing people to death, [depending] on the nature of the crime. I don’t think that will 
[result in] reconciliation and I don’t think it will heal wounds. If it heals some wounds, it is definitely going to 
affect some other [person].
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5.  THE ROLE TO DATE OF GOVERNMENT, 
CIVIL SOCIETY AND OTHER ACTORS 
IN RECONCILIATION

While the establishment of the TRRC and the taking of other initial steps were lauded both nationally and 
internationally as positive steps in reconciling a traumatised country, there has been much criticism of the current 
government, which is perceived by some as more inclined towards divisive politics than promoting the 
reconciliation agenda. All of the respondents in this study concluded that the current government has not 
embarked on any notable reconciliation-oriented initiatives but has instead been a source of further divisions. Seven 
of the 20 respondents stated that President Barrow had governed well only in either the first year or first three years 
of his rule. Some of the respondents pointed out that there is a lot of polemics in the current political space, which 
can only serve as a driver of conflict. Respondents further stated that political ambition has led the leadership of the 
current government to resort to divisive politics. One respondent, for instance, said: ‘President Barrow is now ruling 
[in] fear[: ] fear of not getting re-elected [and] fear of losing his resources and wealth – and anyone who rules [in] 
fear resorts to negative ethnicity in the form of ethnic alliances to build a base, and[,] if you do that[,] you divide the 
people.’ A respondent from a rural area also stated that the expectations of those who voted for the new 
government had not been realised and, citing a local proverb, said: ‘If you see your enemy’s hat on your friend’s 
head, then you begin to realise that your friend has now become your enemy.’ One of the participants in fact went 
further and argued that the greatest obstacle to reconciliation in The Gambia is a ‘lack of good leadership that is not 
motivated by greed’:

In our politics, … we certainly don’t need [a] larger number of parties[.] [I]f someone believes that he has a 
certain political opinion, he can join any of the parties and try to influence or change [it] from within. But[,] 
in this country, everybody wants to form his own party because that leads to [a] part- leader profile [and 
not just that of] an ordinary level member. Now, that [tends to explain the] kind of mentality we have. And 
so, if you look at our parties[,] you have many fringe parties, and the larger ones are based mostly [on] 
negative ethnicity.

Many CSOs, on the other hand, have been active in the reconciliation process. Institutions such as the West Africa 
Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP) have conducted several studies to assess conflict drivers and engines of success 
in the Gambian context35 which are likely to impact social cohesion and reconciliation. The Catholic Relief Service 
(CRS) has, through peace-building and social-cohesion training, also supported the TRRC’s outreach activities 
related to reconciliation . The CRS also provided capacity-building training for TRRC staff, including the 
commissioners, on peace-building and conflict resolution.

The Gambia Center for Victims of Human Rights Violations, which represents the interests of victims, has also 
contributed to the discourse on reconciliation and, through a memorandum of understanding with the TRRC, has 
helped organise a series of discussions between the Reconciliation Unit and victims on issues of reconciliation. 
Organisations such as the International Centre for Transitional Justice (ICTJ)also undertook reconciliation activities 
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by utilising art and creativity to reach young people across The Gambia. Furthermore, it compiled and presented a 
report on the women’s experiences of a dictatorship in The Gambia. Other CSOs such as the African Network against 
Extrajudicial Killings and Enforced Disappearances (ANEKED) have focused on advocating for justice and supporting 
non-monetary forms of reparations (e.g. memorialisation) for victims, while organisations such as Fantanka and WiLL 
provide psychosocial and other forms of support for victims.

Despite the efforts of CSOs to create a conducive environment for national dialogue, for enhancing social cohesion 
and for initiating processes of reconciliation, polarisation in the political sphere and its consequent spillover into 
ethnic and religious polarisation have produced a tense environment that has made the pursuit of reconciliation 
significantly more tenuous. The challenges with regard to reconciliation have also been exacerbated by the socio-
economic challenges facing large sections of Gambian society, such as increasing livelihood costs, a lack of access to 
basic needs, and general social inequality.
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6.  COMPARATIVE LESSONS 
REGARDING TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE 
IN OTHER CONTEXTS

With a view to drawing lessons from reconciliation approaches in other jurisdictions, TJ experts from a number of 
countries were interviewed about the way that reconciliation had unfolded within their TJ contexts. Prof. Rajen 
Govender, an Associate Professor at the University of Cape Town and a Senior Research Fellow at the Institute for 
Justice and Reconciliation, was interviewed about the position in South Africa; Prof. Cath Collins, Professor of 
Transitional Justice at Ulster University’s Transitional Justice Institute and Director of the Transitional Justice 
Observatory, was interviewed on reconciliation in Chile; Prof. Angelika Rettberg, Associate Professor at the Political 
Science Department at Universidad de los Andes in Colombia, offered some insights on reconciliation in Colombia; 
and John Caulker, Executive Director of Fambul Tok, a non-governmental organisation (NGO) that played a most 
significant role in reconciliation in Sierra Leone, was interviewed on the situation there. These interviews were 
conducted via Zoom and provided interesting insights for the present study.

6.1 South Africa

In South Africa, the apartheid political paradigm within which human rights violations were committed was 
premised on the ideological notion that races had fundamentally irreconcilable differences which justified a policy 
of separate development of the races. According to Prof. Govender, South Africa’s approach to reconciliation 
recognised the need to create a strong national identity in order to build a united South Africa. Consequently, 
reconciliation took on both a vertical and horizontal dimension. While reconciliation between and among different 
groups of people in the country was vital, there was also acknowledgement that the defining feature of the 
apartheid state was that the most egregious human rights violations had been committed by the state and its 
agents. Therefore, reconciliation also required building trust and confidence in the state, particularly among black 
South Africans who bore the brunt of the violations. According to Prof. Govender:

[This approach to reconciliation was] an important aspect of the ideology around the creation of a 
developmental state, because, if you had a developmental state that was dedicated to promoting the 
development of its people, that was only possible in a collaborative manner. So, you needed to bring people 
into the process. [B]oth of these elements, both the horizontal and vertical reconciliation, [therefore] 
provide[d] an impetus for the way reconciliation was undertaken in South Africa.

Whether reconciliation is state-driven or driven mainly by civil society and other stakeholders depends to some 
extent on the context within which the transition and reconciliation occur. Prof. Govender explains that, in South 
Africa, the initial impetus for reconciliation came from civil society. Prior to 1994, the mass democratic movement in 
South Africa, the African National Congress (ANC) and religious leaders provided the initial impetus, but, post-
apartheid, a significant number of the people within those movements became part of the state or members of the 
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legislature. Their work within the state machinery and Parliament resulted in the passing of the Promotion of 
National Unity and Reconciliation Act in 1995 and, subsequently, the setting up of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC), at which point the state became the primary driver of the TJ process and of reconciliation.

In terms of challenges, Prof. Govender notes:

[T]wo challenges [faced by] the Truth and Reconciliation Commission [were] that the reports were severely 
hamstrung by political formations [that] insisted on the right to review and redact portions of [the reports]. 
So, even the ANC, the ruling party, did that. Thabo Mbeki was very firm … that certain things not be 
included in the final report. The second thing was that the TRC handed over, to the national prosecuting 
authority, hundreds of cases where there was clear evidence of human rights abuses by the apartheid state. 
But none of those were actually prosecuted at all.

It was not until almost two decades later that South Africa really began to see prosecutions taking place. The failure 
to implement recommendations in respect of prosecution left many victims and victims’ families severely 
dissatisfied with the TRC process. According to Prof. Govender: ‘If you don’t have prosecutions, you leave big wounds 
for people which don’t really heal, because perpetrators are not brought to justice.’ He acknowledges the argument 
that prosecutions may be seen in some quarters of society as witch-hunts but says that this can be mitigated or 
avoided by ensuring that there is ‘a fair judicial process where people have confidence that, once a court has ruled, it 
is based on sound investigation and litigation’.

Despite promises to make reparations as well – and recommendations by the TRC to in fact do so – the reparations 
process in South Africa was poorly managed by the Department of Justice and Constitutional Development. There 
was no adequate budget from the side of government and government paid little attention to reparations. This, says 
Prof. Govender, was driven:

[i]n part …, I suppose, by the logic that, essentially, in building a developmental state … we were directing 
resources towards the largest section of the community and trying to lift people out of poverty, bring 
services, provide jobs [and] houses, etcetera. But that’s not entirely convincing, because you needed to make 
reparations to victims, and that didn’t happen. That left a lot of bitterness.

He states that victims not only believed that they did not get the truth and that the perpetrators were not brought 
to book, but also that the state seemed to have abandoned them in terms of providing reparations. In the view of 
Prof. Govender, South Africa did not really follow through with reparations and prosecutions; hence these lapses 
created two significant gaps in the TJ process which affected the outcome. The experiences in South Africa, he says, 
suggest that the state’s failure to provide proper reparations resulted in a lot of bitterness and anger among victims 
and victim communities. However, this might have been avoided if government had taken measures to ameliorate 
their plight by channelling budgetary resources towards the improvement of infrastructure or schools and 
delivering better services to victims or victim communities so that they did not feel neglected. He continues:

I think if they don’t get that, and don’t receive the reparations they feel they’re entitled to, then … that will 
engender some degree of bitterness that has implications over time, particularly [as regards] public trust [in 
the] state and state institutions … and that’s very worrying, because it means that the long-term prospects 
in terms of how the state is able to conduct its business is impacted.

Post-apartheid, South Africa developed a constitution that was characteristically a vertical constitution largely 
designed to protect the citizens from the excesses of state power. It also included a robust Bill of Rights. In addition, 
however, there was a recognition of the need for legislation dealing with issues of intolerance, discrimination, 
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prejudice, etc. So, in the mid-2000s, the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act (PEPUDA 
or the Equality Act) was developed and promulgated. This Act addressed issues of discrimination, prejudice, hate 
speech, etc. Despite the development of progressive laws addressing potential horizontal issues, one impediment in 
South Africa has been a failure in respect of implementation giving proper effect to PEPUDA and similar laws. Prof. 
Govender explains that specific courts have been set up to focus and deal with issues relating to PEPUDA, but the 
Department of Justice and Constitutional Development and the court system have struggled to make significant 
progress in terms of bringing PEPUDA into operations so that people believe that they are protected by the Act.

South Africa used the public focus on the TJ process to address historical inequality in the country, making 
remarkable progress in reigning back inequality between 1995 and 2005. However, as Prof. Govender notes, in the 
last 15 years inequality in South Africa has actually deepened as a result of the government’s inability to sustain 
economic growth and the fact that the ‘political formation seems to be preoccupied with issues that matter to 
political parties rather than to ordinary people, except of course at election time’. He states:

In the past, there were very high levels of inequality between black South African communities and white 
South African communities. That still remains, but the level of inequality within the black African 
community has also shown the greatest amount of increase in the last 15 years, where you have a very 
small group of incredibly wealthy black Africans while the majority have actually receded even further into 
poverty and deprivation if you look at the empirical evidence… . At the Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation, what we’ve discovered over the last six or seven years is, when we ask people … what they 
think is the biggest source of social division in the country, it’s not race but wealth inequality – the biggest 
social division by far …, and when we ask people what …the biggest barriers to reconciliation [are], the 
same issues come up again. It’s not just a question of whether you are black or white, and what your 
ethnicity is, but rather [that], if we don’t deal with the fact that there are people who are incredibly poor and 
in a state of utter deprivation, there are slim prospects [of] having a properly reconciled and socially 
equitable society and nation.

He further indicates that the rising inequality was manifested in the recent riots where, though the initial impetus 
may have been political sentiment linked to the arrest of former President Jacob Zuma, the escalation into violence 
and looting pointed to the fact that they were not being driven by political ideology but by utter desperation and 
need on the part of poor people who saw no other alternative. ‘So, I worry about that for the future – essentially, the 
gap between the poor and the middle class is, for me, a massive threat.’ He notes that the threat is even more 
significant if one considers the plight of the youth in the country. According to him, a survey by Statistics South Africa 
found that, over the last 15 years, the highest rate of unemployment among those aged 18 to 34 was 60%, that is 
about two out of every three were actually not in formal of employment. Even more worrying is the finding a few 
years ago by the Research Unit at the University of Cape Town which showed that about 75% of those two-thirds may 
never have any prospect of formal employment for the rest of their lives. This, says Prof. Govender effectively means 
that ‘you have an entire generation of young people with no prospects for the rest of their lives, and I fear that what’s 
going to happen over time is that the state is just going to become a lot more aggressive towards them’.

He notes that, as in many other African countries, patriarchy trumps most other forms of subjugation in South Africa. 
People are willing to talk about issues of ethnicity and religion, etc., but are less keen to talk about issues pertaining 
to gender relations. As a result, the issue of gender was not well considered – as it ought to have been – in the South 
African TJ process. Prof. Govender indicates that a Commission for Gender Equality was established post-1994, and, 
for about a decade, did some good work in terms of bringing issues of gender to the fore. However, the commission, 
he states, has gone into significant decline over the past five years. According to him, it has been fairly ineffectual 
recently as a result of being staffed by people who were up to the task and were further not sufficiently capacitated 
to run the organisation. Although, in his view, the South African Human Rights Commission has focused on several 
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of the gender issues, nationally there has not been enough emphasis on these issues and ‘there has not been much 
willingness to talk about gender issues which … directly [hit] home, all the way into the homes of even the most 
extensively enlightened‘.

Prof. Govender points out that, though South Africa’s TRC report made specific recommendations regarding 
prosecutions and reparations, these were not really implemented. The report also directed the state to apply itself 
assertively in rebuilding social cohesion and reconciliation. Although there was strong recognition of the 
importance and desirability of reconciliation, and of the need to achieve it, the country has struggled in terms of 
how to bring about reconciliation. He suggests that, because of the racial character of poverty and inequality in 
South Africa, the widening inequality gap may give rise to sentiments around ethnicity and race. He further 
suggests that poverty and desperation are going to breed resentment and antipathy and that, ultimately, the poor 
will look at the wealthy middle class and say, ‘Well you don’t look like me’; hence the resentment takes on a racial or 
ethnic character that will have profound implications on reconciliation. One of the things necessary to avoid this, 
according to Prof. Govender, is the following:

We need to get away from a generation of political leaders who, in many ways, tend to be looking back into 
the past a lot in terms of how they conduct themselves in the present, to the cohort of young people who 
can look past some of the issues that afflict people like myself who [have] lived half my life [in a] democracy 
and … still carry the vestiges of racism or racial indoctrination within [themselves] and have to check 
[themselves] sometimes when it comes to the fore.

6.2 Colombia 

In Colombia, reconciliation has been a catchword in the TJ process. Reconciliation was included in the Peace 
Agreement and has been mentioned by all the TJ institutions, by the National Development Plan and by several 
CSOs. It was seen both as an interpersonal issue between victims and former demobilised combatants or 
perpetrators and a process to address and overcome larger social divisions across the country. It was mainly 
considered as a mechanism for rebuilding social relations with people who, as a consequence of conflict, no longer 
had a sound relationship. Reconciliation was perceived in terms of rebuilding trust and social relationships with 
others. The Catholic Church and Pentecostal organisations also played a key role and were keen to bring about 
reconciliation among their communities.

The reconciliation process was largely state-driven but international cooperation agencies, CSOs, communities and 
even private-sector organisations played a significant role in its promotion and implementation.

No specific legislative measures were introduced to address hate speech and other forms of discrimination. 
However, the Peace Agreement in 2016 formed the basis of the transition process, and part of that agreement 
focused on gender as well as ethnic issues. The reconciliation initiatives were thus approached with the provisions of 
the agreement in mind. The Truth Commission has not yet submitted its final report (it is anticipated in June of next 
year). As a result, no recommendations on reparation and prosecution have been made and the correlation of 
reparation and prosecution has consequently not been studied in detail. However, says Prof. Rettberg:

If you look at polarisation in Colombia, it is quite high five years after the signature of the Peace Agreement. 
But the most important part I would say is that conflict has not been reignited and that, overall, … Peace 
Agreement implementation is [taking] its course – and to the extent that that helps reconciliation, I would 
say we’re going in the right direction, although it is a very long, winding road and might even be a matter of 
generations to achieve, as has been the case elsewhere.
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On the other hand, she notes that social inequalities have had a big impact on the reconciliation process, and that 
people who face harsher socio-economic realities have also tended to be less inclined to engage in reconciliation. 
She states:

One of the aspects in fact that I am studying is what I call the material basis of reconciliation, [that is,]
looking at how income and education, in addition to experience[s of] conflict, affect people’s disposition 
towards reconciliation. And if you ask many civil society organisations, they will tell you that, while there’s 
poverty and while there’s inequality, there cannot be peace and reconciliation. I don’t agree with that, but 
you will see that that’s a common aspect of the social discourse on reconciliation.

Issues of gender have also influenced reconciliation in Colombia. Women, according to Prof. Rettberg, are less 
inclined to engage in reconciliation, especially if they have been exposed to violence in the recent past. From this, it 
appears that there is a correlation between feeling secure and safe in the present, or unsafe and insecure in the 
present, and inclination to reconcile. It has also emerged that women are more likely to forgive than men. Thus, says 
Prof. Rettberg:

There’s also one very important aspect, which is that women are the majority of the people who are 
registered as victims with the Colombian state. There are over 9 million Colombians registered formally as 
victims with the Colombian state … and the fact that women figure prominently among those registered 
victims puts them in a place where they can have lots of impact on reconciliation and on people’s 
understanding of reconciliation.

In relation to the challenges with regard to reconciliation in Colombia, Prof. Rettberg notes that what has affected 
reconciliation in Colombia is that the conflict has impacted different people in different ways, at different time 
periods. Victims in Colombia are made up of people who were recently victimised and may be as young as 10 years 
old, or of people who have who were victimised long ago who are now fathers, mothers or even grandfathers and 
grandmothers. All of these people are actively engaged in the reconciliation processes. Thus, the lengthy duration, 
in addition to the diversity of the regional experiences, the diversity of actors that were present, and the variety of 
violations of human rights, makes it really complex to understand the challenges and obstacles faced by the 
different groups.

Another obstacle to reconciliation is resources. Prof. Rettberg points out:

Reconciliation cannot happen in a social vacuum or an economic vacuum. People, as we’ve seen in our 
research, need things to happen. It’s not enough for people to just see others shaking hands or using 
symbols. They need actual things to change, and that of course requires resources, which even in a middle-
income economy like [that of] Colombia, is hard to come by. So, there is definitely some shortage of 
resources to underscore a [greater] reconciliation process.

Yet another obstacle to reconciliation identified by Prof. Rettberg relates to government will. The current 
government in Colombia (I.e. the party that came to power after the Peace Agreement was signed) was never 
supportive of the agreement, and this despite the fact that it carried on with its implementation:

[It has] always done so with … resort to a discourse whereby [it] question[s] the utility of the agreement and 
question[s] whether the groups that demobilised should have been given the advantages that they were 
given. So, there is that political context of high polarisation where many people feel that peace is … divisive 
[and] has not been very helpful in the reconciliation process.
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While the Truth Commission has not yet submitted its report, other bodies related to the TJ process have been 
making recommendations regarding reconciliation for at least the past 15 years. There is a very broad TJ institutional 
framework, and recommendations have focused on promoting dialogue, identifying common ground or bringing 
groups together. There have also been various efforts, both public and private, to have people ‘speak to their 
enemies and discover the humanity of the other’. There have also been many educational experiences and initiatives 
in schools and universities at civil society level.

The following, according to Prof. Rettberg, are the implications of failing to implement recommendations:

Working with former antagonists may prove problematic. And then there’s also an implication that has to 
do with people’s patience, for instance with the judicial processes. I think people feel that not enough was 
done [concerning] reconciliation – for perpetrators to assume their responsibilities – and this can lead to 
attitudes that are less prone towards respecting … due process[and to] people taking justice into their own 
hands. And some of that has happened. I attribute that partly to just significant impatience with the whole 
reconciliation process.

6.3 Chile 

On the subject of reconciliation in Chile, Prof. Collins notes that the terminology of reconciliation itself has been 
somewhat problematic. For her, Chile was like The Gambia in that it was an authoritarian state whose agents 
monopolised violence and committed human rights violations against the Chilean public. Thus, she says, the notion 
of reconciliation has had a troubled history in Chile because the connotation is that, instead of receiving an apology, 
victims were being asked to put themselves on a level of moral equivalence with perpetrators by making a gesture 
to reunite. As a result, the question for some people became: ‘Why do you need to reconcile with yourself or why do 
you societally need to reconcile with the bad guy?’ In Chile, she states, the dictatorship did not fall; it negotiated the 
terms of handing over power, with the former dictator remaining the commander in chief of the army and his 
people retaining considerable power in the Senate and Parliament. According to her: ‘You had to negotiate, you had 
to reach an agreement with these people, because it was only through reaching an agreement with them that they 
were going [to hand over] at all; therefore, the more honest logic in Chile was accommodation.’ The term 
‘reconciliation’ was more of a nice-sounding euphemism than one denoting the traditional TJ understanding of the 
word as addressing differences between conflicting groups.

Since the highly centralised authoritarian regime had consolidated its power for 17 years, with authoritarian 
appointees heading all the major institutions and none of this being dismantled or structurally changed, the 
incoming government that oversaw the transition process did not have much room to manoeuvre. The new 
government comprised a small cohort of centre–left politicians – from an uneasy coalition of 17 parties with little in 
common – that took over government following a narrowly won election. This cohort was constrained by 
constitutional provisions protecting members of the former authoritarian regime and of the right-wing party that 
had a built-in majority in the Senate and Parliament. General Pinochet had threatened several times that, if the new 
dispensation venture into certain areas in the TJ process, he would retake power from the government. The new 
government was thus forced to be pragmatic. According to Prof. Collins, it seemed to be saying to victims: ‘The 
transition is still very precarious; please don’t make a fuss, don’t make a noise. Please don’t [annoy them] or shout 
too loudly about all of the compromises and accommodations that you see us making.’ The government thus 
approached the TJ process in a way that would be tolerated by the former regime. However, grassroots 
organisations, victims, and relatives of victims viewed this approach as a betrayal and felt marginalised, particularly 
because the perceived betrayal was by people whom they had assumed would address their grievances once they 
came to power.
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Owing to the prevailing power dynamics, it was hardly possible to implement the multifaceted components of the 
TJ process. Prof. Collins explains that the transition process was handicapped in that there was no room for formal 
justice (prosecution) because the dictatorship had explicitly ruled that out, as did the provisions of the Amnesty Law 
that was passed by the dictatorship in since 1978. According to her:

Pinochet famously threatened that ‘the day they [the new government] touch any of my men, the rule of 
law is over. So, he ‘[was] clearly … saying: ‘Okay, you can comment, you can take over the government, but 
it’s my rules, and I will be looking over your shoulder’ – and he still was commander-in-chief of the army, so 
he was in a position to make good on that threat.

As a result of these restrictions, many Chileans felt that justice was not really done.

Prosecutions were the most threatening to the outgoing regime. [It] made it clear [it] wouldn’t tolerate [these]. 
The laws and the Constitution … also [did not] allow for [prosecutions]. Specifically, there was an Amnesty 
Law passed by the regime in 1978, 12 years before the end of the regime. So, when all of the opposition were 
campaigning to come in [through] transition, they all said that they would repeal the amnesty law … .

According to Prof. Collins, there was a truth-for-justice trade off:

Considering that all of the judges were Pinochet appointees, the justice system that was being used was the 
military justice system; [prosecutions weren’t] going to happen, and they didn’t happen. There was a 
continuation of the dictatorship-era justice response to the transition. And it was allowed to happen. I’m 
not saying it was liked, but it was allowed to happen.

The combination of the Amnesty Law, a lack of political will and a lack of will within the justice system continued to 
frustrate justice for almost a decade. Relatives of victims, survivors and CSO actors, including the church, continued 
to push for justice until recently when things changed and prosecutions began to take place.

Given the political context of the transition, reparations were seen as the simplest of the TJ components to deal 
with. However, even those aspects of reparation that involved acknowledgment and apology on the part of 
perpetrators were downplayed and considered too confrontational. Reparations became somewhat of a substitute 
for real reconciliation and were couched in the language of addressing needs and benefits rather than the rights 
and entitlements of victims. Prof. Collins notes that the early reparations programme created a hierarchy of victims 
comprising mainly two groups of people: the relatives of disappeared victims and the relatives of those who had 
been politically executed. These were the only victims (totalling about 3 200) who were individually named and 
their cases investigated one by one during the first Truth Commission. Their names were included in the 
commission’s report and, on that basis, a reparations law was passed assigning some economic benefits to their 
families. However, this process left out a much bigger group of direct victims – the survivors of political 
imprisonment, torture and exile as well as other groups that were not individually acknowledged or recognised by 
the Truth Commission and were therefore not included in direct economic reparations. Some of these victims were 
in fact included in reparations through a public-health reparations programme initiated by the government. This 
programme gave priority access to public health services and focused on, among other things, attending to the 
consequences of torture, tending to the mental health needs of victims, etc. There were also other symbolic forms of 
reparation provided, such as exempting children of the disappeared and of those killed from military service, etc. 
Although there has been some criticism about the inadequacy of this reparations programme, Prof. Collins states 
that the programme did have its positive side, for what it gave people who were entitled to benefit from it was 
priority and free access to the public health system. This, she says, might not sound like much because the public 
health system was not very good, but other people were not afforded this benefit.
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According to her, the programme was quite extensive. It provided various forms of support for victims, including 
support by psychologists and mental-health professionals who had done a lot to support people through the other 
processes of the transition, such as helping victims participate in the second Truth Commission, assisting survivors 
to be involved in court cases more recently, supporting families when receiving the remains of their disappeared 
relatives, etc. Prof. Collins thus considers Chile’s health reparations programme to be ‘one of the better kinds’ of 
reparations, though she notes that some of the limitations of the programme were those inherent in the public 
health system, which had deteriorated and was. However, another limitation of the health reparations programme 
was the treatment of victims. According to Prof. Collins, victims did not believe that they were being acknowledged 
and recognised or that the state was apologising to them, but rather that they were being kept quiet. She states 
that, for some of the victims, the programme was less pro-reconciliation and more like the act of trying to sweep the 
problem under the rug.

For many victims, it felt [as if ] it was all about patching them up, that they [were] the ones who needed to 
be repaired. They felt [as if ] they were the problem and needed to be rehabilitated. They [thought:] ‘[H]ang 
on a minute, the state is the perpetrator that needs to be rehabilitated, that needs to be accepted back by 
the community.’ So, people [sensed] that they were being stigmatised for using the service.

In the case of those eligible for financial compensation, Prof. Collins states that the entitlements were grudgingly 
given, were always inadequate, and were subject to numerous efforts to exclude those who claimed that they 
qualified. Furthermore, the fact that these financial reparations were only available to relatives of the disappeared 
and politically executed victims but not to survivors created some resentment between and within groups.

There was … this kind of social discrimination layered onto it, so the way in which it was implemented 
[was,] I think, … unnecessarily problematic. [The] thing about reparations … [is that they are] never [going 
to] be perfect, but this was badly managed … . There was no … notion it being a rights entitlement, and 
[there was] very little notion of participation.

She adds that no one had ever evaluated reparations in Chile before 2011; hence reparations were:

a kind of patchwork here and there and everywhere. You had a law saying: ‘Here’s a payment for relatives. 
That’s it. There [was] no follow-up, no kind of monitoring if [things were] working well. When some other 
person makes a fuss, you give them something. But there’s no single body whose job it is to … design this 
properly, follow up, see that it’s supporting people through [the] life cycle, and, if necessary, modify it … . It 
[was] all just being done by these ad hoc bodies… .

Victims were forced to engage with the state bureaucracy – specifically with officials who had no sensitivity regarding 
victim’s traumatised circumstances. Victims were also actively criticised and socially stigmatised for accessing 
reparations. The authorities also discredited relatives of victims by constructing the notion that ‘the only thing these 
relatives want is money’, thus giving rise to a morally negative association in relation to them. The insinuation was 
that victims should not want these entitlements, that it was almost dirty money. According to Prof. Collins, a 
programme could have been developed which, though perhaps less generous, would have dealt with people in a 
dignified manner. That, she says could have happened here, because there was all the state capacity necessary.

The situation described was exacerbated by the fact that the political right wing (who were the perpetrators and 
inheritors of perpetrators) were still in positions of power and were totally unrepentant and unapologetic. They used 
their positions in Parliament and the Senate, where they had a majority, to portray victims as terrorists, as liars and 
as living off the state, essentially creating negativity concerning survivors and relatives in every aspect of the TJ 
process, particularly as regards reparations.
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The Chilean transition occurred in 1989 and 1990 when the TJ process was still in the early stages of development. 
As a consequence, there was no real gender differentiation in the various aspects of the process. Although the first 
Truth Commission dealt a little with gender-specific harms, it eventually narrowed gender down to matters of sexual 
violence. There were many more women involved in the second process compared with the first, and, from their 
testimonies, it was clear that there were indeed SGBV issues. According to Prof. Collins, a small group of survivors 
have also actively pursued gender-related cases in recent prosecutions and have managed to obtain a finding 
acknowledging sexual violence as a specific form of torture and not simply a kind of violation. She notes, however, 
that this is an incipient effort that is being promoted by survivors rather than through formal measures of the TJ 
process such as a specific unit of the Truth Commission or as part of any policy formulation.

Prof. Collins describes Chile’s approach to the TJ process as delaying dealing with the problem in the hope that 
others will resolve it or that it will simply disappear. Such an approach, she says, sometimes works but is 
sometimes counterproductive. She warns that, although one cannot be absolutely certain about the link 
between the current sociopolitical challenges in Chile and failures to implement TJ recommendations, an 
assessment of the mass protests in recent years indicates that arguments in some quarters that the neo-liberal 
model introduced by the dictatorship was sound and therefore the violations by the dictatorship should be kept 
quiet, cannot be accepted. It is clear that, while the neo-liberal model did make a few people rich, it left a lot of 
the population much poorer. Thus, when considered through the prism of systematic violations, inequality, 
economic harm, and other broader concepts of victimisation, the dictatorship and its neo-liberal economic 
model resulted in severe disparity in livelihood and in income disparity. In recent years, the significant social 
protests have made it seem that everything is falling apart, says Prof. Collins. According to her, there are many 
reasons for this. Although, she says, it is easy to claim that it is all the unfinished business from the dictatorship, it 
is not simply that – even if there is a component that is due to that. Recently, she points out, the conversation has 
begun to be about guarantees of non-repetition, with the broader vision being that ‘non-repetition’ means 
institutional and constitutional reforms –‘things like a new constitutional agreement, proper institutional reform, 
the democratisation of institutions, and addressing social relations.

All of that was eternally put off until it never happened, and that’s caught up with us … . So, the 
consequence of never having addressed those issues [is], I think, … definitely partly responsible for this 
thing that doesn’t hold together. Some people who have done well still defend the dictatorship, … but a 
significant … proportion of the rest of the population [simply] doesn’t buy in to that – because [the 
dictatorship] has … given them nothing. So that does trace back to things that weren’t addressed. If [people 
had] had something that looked like reconciliation and proper acknowledgement, things would have 
changed. Some of those things would’ve included [that which is] now being demanded. So, we’re [now] in 
the middle of a Constitutional Assembly to write a new constitution 40 years after the Constitution was 
written by the dictatorship … . I think …, and I’m going to be awful, [that] … [the thinking was:] ‘If we leave 
it long enough, they’ll die off – perpetrators will die off; victims’ relatives will die off; all these annoying 
people who are always shouting at us and making moral claims, they’ll be gone. No one will care anymore. 
We can just forget it.’ [Bu] it’s not really worked out that way.

6.4 Sierra Leone 

According to John Caulker of the CSO, Fambul Tok, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Sierra Leone (TRC–
SL) dealt with truth-seeking as part of the country’s TJ process but failed to handle reconciliation well. This led him 
to set up Fambul Tok, an organisation that then embarked on local, community-led reconciliation initiatives. 
Although, he says, the TRC–SL initiated a reconciliation process, it was based on Western notions and was not 
applicable to the traditional setting in Sierra Leone. For him, the formalised process of barely shaking hands and of 
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providing a formal apology was not sufficient for successful reconciliation. Instead, the process required greater 
involvement by the community and recognition of customs and traditions for resolving conflict.

In Caulker’s opinion, the state must collaborate with local stakeholders in implementing a reconciliation approach 
that works. The state should provide the enabling environment but allow local actors to take ownership of the 
process itself.

He recognises the significance of reparations in driving reconciliation. Although the TRC–SL, he says, made 
recommendations regarding reparations in its final report, there was no political will to implement these 
recommendations. As a result, it took his own involvement in the TRC–SL and his efforts as National Chairperson for 
the TRC–SL Working Group, as well as the efforts of CSOs, to push for implementation. He eventually managed to 
secure $3 million from the Peace-Building Fund to kick-start the reparation process. He notes that one of the issues 
in Sierra Leone was government’s insistence on viewing broader socio-economic development initiatives and 
reparations for victims as one. He recalls an interview with the Attorney General at the time:

His argument on air was: ‘Why do we need reparations when we are building schools and hospitals?’ I had 
to clarify that that is not the case. Reparation is different; it is a symbolic gesture, an acknowledgement. So, 
building schools, building hospitals, building roads is not the same as reparations.

Reparations in Sierra Leone were thus undertaken as a project and quickly concluded rather than being carried out 
as a long-term, ongoing process. However, reparations did have an indirect impact on reconciliation in that they 
were a symbolic gesture. On the other hand, Caulker notes that prosecution was in fact an obstacle to reconciliation. 
One of its negative impacts was that perpetrators and victims such as child soldiers who could have given the TRC–
SL considerable information about the conflict were hesitant to participate in the process because, they said, they 
might incriminate their leaders. The concurrent operation of both the Special Court and the TRC–SL was thus a 
hindrance to truth-seeking and reconciliation processes.

Caulker explains that the Fambul Tok initiative was a response to inaccurate publications which prematurely 
claimed that the country had reconciled and was moving forward. Fambul Tok thus took the initiative in showing 
that there was no conducive environment or safe space was provided to facilitate reconciliation; hence the 
organisation took on the task of consulting communities first in order to ascertain whether or not they wanted, 
and were ready for, reconciliation. The approach made reconciliation community-owned; it determined how local 
stakeholders wanted to go about the process and what the specific dynamics within their communities were. 
According to Caulker, the question asked of communities was’: ‘How can we accompany you in this process; how 
can we support you?’ The response, he says, was: ‘Yes we are ready to reconcile. No one has ever asked us this 
question before. They asked us to accept the ex-combatants into our communities, but no one asked us if we 
wanted to reconcile.’

One of the lessons Caulker learnt from reconciliation in Sierra Leone is that, for a particular community that needed 
to reconcile, it was not about technical or legal terms such as ‘those who bear the greatest burden’ but rather about 
the person who led the rebels into their community, about the man who burnt down their community centre, about 
the person who killed the chief, etc. These were the people the community wanted to engage with. Caulker states 
that the reason for this is rooted in cultural norms:

In our tradition, we are all from the same family. So the question was: ‘What went wrong? You should be 
here to protect the elderly people, but instead of protecting them you put them in a house and set the house 
ablaze. This is not Sierra Leonean, so what went wrong?’



PAGE  34

THE GAMBIA:  RECONCILIATION STUDY REPORT

He states that people wanted to have this conversation out of curiosity. They wanted to know why a young lad who 
lived in a village ended up leading rebels to his village and causing a massacre. The communities wanted to 
understand what within the social dynamics broke down to such an extent that people could commit atrocities 
against their own communities and their own people. Significantly, they wanted to have these conversations in the 
safety of their own communities rather than via a formalised process in which community members could only 
watch from afar.

One of the aspects that also made the Fambul Tok approach desirable was the tradition that, once a person publicly 
confesses to a wrongful act before the community, people are bound to forgive the person because the public 
confession itself is considered a humiliating enough punishment (both for the individual and his family) that it 
absolves the perpetrator of liability. The perpetrator’s family then bears the responsibility of ensuring that whatever 
wrong was committed does not recur. Consequently, based on the conditions proposed by the communities in 
accordance with their cultures and traditions, a bespoke system of reconciliation was developed.

According to Caulker, once a community-based framework was developed, his organisation as a CSO with a human-
rights focus introduced a new lens by incorporating the issue of gender (women) and children into the conversation. 
He says:

During the consultations, women were not allowed to speak freely. So, we said: ‘Look, women suffered most 
during the conflict, as sex slaves, by losing their children [and] their husbands, and [by being] forced to carry 
heavy loads for [the] rebels, so we want a process that also respects what they’ve gone through and creates 
a space for them to lead.’ [We therefore] had to encourage the community members, the chiefs, to involve 
women in the process.

He adds that, during the consultations:

we also realised that, when we had community meetings, stakeholders would drive the children away. I 
would tell them: ‘Sorry, but, when the war was going on, children were not removed from it and told you will 
not be harmed because you are children. They were harmed and they were given cutlasses and guns, they 
were given drugs, so now that we are finding the solution, children should be part of the process.’

These ideas were thus incorporated into the framework for the ultimate design of the Fambul Tok approach to 
reconciliation. The process itself comprised different stages. An initial phase reached out to different stakeholders in 
order to finalise an agreed date for the reconciliation events and as well as all other logistical and planning issues. 
This outreach was conducted jointly by victims and perpetrators, something which intrigued community members. 
The next phase was the reconciliation ‘bonfire’ events themselves, that is, where victims and perpetrators came to 
face the community in a discussion about what had happened. Caulker notes that there needed to be adjustments 
in the initial stages in order to address the low level of involvement by women owing to the fact that most 
leadership roles in the communities were male-dominated (e.g. the roles of community leaders, religious leaders 
and traditional leaders). The reconciliation bonfire events were not the end of the process. They were considered a 
beginning on the journey to reconciliation. Follow-up activities were developed, such as ‘football for reconciliation’ 
for both men and women, victims and perpetrators. This helped bridge divisions. There were also communal 
farming projects where victims and perpetrators in the same community worked together to till, plant and harvest 
their produce together. All participants were then required to sit together and decide what to do with the produce, 
thus further bridging the gap.
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In Caulker’s view, the Fambul Tok approach to reconciliation was successful because, unlike the formalised processes 
that have become the standard for TJ processes, the Fambul Tok programme did not merely tick boxes but was alive 
to social dynamics. He states that a proper process can ensures that every member of the community feels directly 
involved and feels that the process makes sense and is meaningful to them. In addition, social inequalities and 
socio-economic realities did not hinder the process adopted by Fambul Tok because communities were approached 
according to their norms and standards. The process was thus community-owned and community-driven. Fambul 
Tok trained community members themselves to deal with process and only provided technical support when 
necessary. In fact, Caulker points out, even for the celebratory feasts that were held after the reconciliation bonfires 
community members made their own contribution rather than relying on funding. He states that some families 
would contribute a cup of rice, some a pint of palm oil, while some would search for firewood. Everyone did what 
they could. According to him, all it takes for this kind of approach to work is for a few drivers within non-state 
entities to push for this approach.

The idea of local solutions to local problems is what is guiding our programme. The answers are there in the 
communities and you don’t go there to tell them what to do. You create the space for them to identify their 
problems and find solutions collectively.

6.5 Kenya 

The context that necessitated reconciliation in Kenya has parallels with the Gambian context in that it evolved from 
social developments in the colonial era into post-independence sociopolitical developments. As a result of decades 
of jockeying for political power, politicians and political parties in Kenya organised themselves along tribal lines, 
prioritising ethnicity above political ideology and policy. This was motivated by a perception that the party offered 
the greatest hope for those within the tribe to assume power and for tribal members to access a share of state 
resources. As in The Gambia, conflict in Kenya was characterised by a centralised state employing control over state 
institutions and the media to suppress dissent. The state relied on ethnic loyalties and stoked ethnic divisions 
through its policies (e.g. through the highly unequal allocation of resources). This resulted in a failure to build a 
coherent, cohesive national identity that would (a) subsume ethnic allegiances; (b) ensure that resources and 
development opportunities were accessible to all and were not subject to patronage relationships between ethnic 
groups and political elites; (c) prioritise the reform of key state institutions such as the police and judiciary to create 
trust and build public confidence; and (d) ensure that a diverse civic culture spanning ethnic divisions was allowed 
to thrive.

On embarking on a TJ process, Kenya’s approach to reconciliation addressed both the ‘vertical’ dimensions (the 
state’s use of public/security institutions to suppress and perpetrate human-rights violations against the public) and 
‘horizontal’ dimensions (ethnic tensions and divisions resulting from the state’s incitement of ethnic sentiment). 
Consequently, reconciliation was viewed as integrally linked to nation-building, that is, that the government must 
campaign so as to promote nation-building, with national identity being prioritised over ethnicity. In, President 
Kenyatta pursued restorative justice through a reparations fund and an official apology.

However, failure to address issues relating to societal and cultural norms, as well as failure to establish new norms 
regarding gender equality between men and women ultimately led to the continuation of SGBV and to the 
marginalisation of women.
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6.6 Rwanda 

The Belgians who colonised Rwanda after World War II created a system of subordination and forced Hutu kingdoms 
to be ruled by a central Tutsi monarchy, a move which incited further tension between the Hutu and Tutsi.36 
Premised on European racism and standards of beauty, the Belgians also decreed that only the Tutsi would serve as 
colonial officials while the Hutu were to be removed from positions of power and prevented from pursuing higher 
education.37 The Tutsi were seen as more acceptable to Western society. Consequently, the Hutu saw the Tutsi the 
agents of colonial oppression, which deepened the ethnic divide.38

Through national elections held just before independence (in 1960 and 1961), the Hutu gained power in Rwanda.39 
Widespread persecution of the Tutsi, including massacres, occurred during this period. By 1973, Juvénal 
Habyarimana, the Rwandan Minister of Defence, staged a coup and instituted a one-party system. During his rule, 
tensions between groups increased. Northerners felt that there was an over-representation of people from the 
south of the country, and the Habyarimana regime introduced overlapping regional and ethnic quotas. The Tutsi 
were treated as foreign exploiters and were made to feel that they should be grateful not to be persecuted.40 
Meanwhile, land became increasingly scarce and concentrated in fewer and fewer hands. A land audit conducted in 
1984 found that half of the country’s productive land was owned by just 15% of the population.41 In addition, under 
Habyarimana’s regime, the system of communal unpaid labour, known as umuganda, was instituted in Rwanda.42 
The system required citizens to report to neighbourhood leaders for community work. Umuganda was later 
transformed by the government in 1994 in order to perpetrate genocide by forcing Rwandan citizens to participate 
in the deadly work.43

Habyarimana’s assassination increased the tensions that contributed to the genocide in Rwanda. In the aftermath of 
the genocide, the Rwandan government and the international community embraced criminal prosecution as the 
primary approach to the restoration of order and justice in the country.44 However, it soon became evident that the 
national courts could not handle the enormous number of genocide cases and the gacaca courts were therefore 
introduced to process most of these cases.45

In July 1994, the UN Security Council appointed a Commission of Experts to investigate, and make 
recommendations concerning, the acts of violence in Rwanda.46 This commission recommended the establishment 
of an international criminal tribunal to prosecute war crimes and genocide committed since 6 April 1994.47 
Subsequently, the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) was established to prosecute the most serious 
perpetrators of the genocide.48 Formal proceedings began in November 1995 and the ICTR commenced its first trial 
in 1997.49 By 2009, the ICTR had completed 45 cases, leading to 38 convictions.50

In 1996, with foreign assistance, the Rwandan government began to make major changes to its legal system, 
including training judges and lawyers and establishing new courts.51 In an attempt to speed up prosecutions, the 
government passed the Organic Law of August 199652, which divided genocide suspects into four categories based 
on the severity of their crimes and established a plea-bargaining system that offered reduced sentences to suspects 
who confessed.53Rwanda resolved to adopt home-grown solutions, which included the use of the abunzi (community 
mediators), the gacaca courts, civic education initiatives, community work, etc., to promote reconciliation.

The gacaca courts were not a means of granting blanket amnesty to perpetrators but were intended to give 
perpetrators an opportunity to reduce their sentences in exchange for helping unearth the truth concerning 
what happened.

Civic education also played a significant role in Rwanda’s pursuit of reconciliation. A Rwandan Ministry for Unity was 
set up and Rwandans of all ages and orientations were taken in groups to camps where they were taught the history 



PAGE  37

THE GAMBIA:  RECONCILIATION STUDY REPORT

of Rwanda as well as values, leadership and unity. Rwandans thus went through a process of examining their culture 
to determine what solutions and values could help them the overcome the consequences of the genocide and 
bring about development overall, including the spheres of justice, the economy, education, unity and reconciliation.
By 2000, the national courts had heard less than 3% of genocide cases and it was clear that most cases would never 
be heard at this rate.54 This led to the creation of a gacaca jurisdiction to help relieve the immense pressure on the 
national courts to hear cases. With a view to speeding up genocide trials, reducing the prison population, and 
rapidly rebuilding the nation’s social fabric, the Rwandan government launched a contemporary form of gacaca in 
2002 to try genocide cases.55

The gacaca courts were a major part of reconciliation efforts within Rwanda. Perpetrators who were initially to be 
tried in the ICTR were processed through the traditional conflict-resolution system in order to accommodate the 
country’s new needs following the genocide and to address the overwhelming numbers of cases more efficiently.56

Village-level, traditional gacaca courts were used to resolve local disputes between members of individual 
communities.57 Although the gacaca courts helped reduce the burden on the international courts, they also, 
importantly, provided a forum in which perpetrators could address their victims and admit to crimes in front of their 
own communities. This, in turn, was intended to lead to reconciliation, healing, truth-telling, and the mending of 
relationships within communities.58 However, as the gacaca courts became a symbol of Rwandan reconciliation, 
sovereignty and ability to manage its own problems, tensions arose between the ICTR and the Rwandan 
government, which preferred the gacaca courts over the international courts.59

After trying almost two million cases,60 the gacaca courts closed in 2012.61 During their existence, they became 
recognised as being ‘the most extensive post-conflict accountability process attempted anywhere in the world.’62 
Despite this claim, many international organisations have criticised the gacaca courts.63 Human Rights Watch, in its 
2011 report, criticised the courts for their lack of ‘fair-trial rights for the accused’ in genocide cases.64 The courts have 
also been criticised for biased decisions by judges who were familiar with one or more parties in some cases, for the 
limitations on alleged perpetrators’ ability to defend themselves, for increasing the gravity of charges to silence 
opposition voices, etc.65 Furthermore, it was alleged that the gacaca courts were unable to try members of the 
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) for crimes it was accused of during the genocide or shortly afterwards,66 which did 
little to achieve the goal of dispelling ethnic divisions in the country.67

Following the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi population, and subsequent attempts at reconciliation by the RPF, 
the Rwandan government’s promotion of a new Rwandan identity that emphasised cohesion and Rwandan 
sovereignty was not only evidenced in the gacaca courts themselves, but also in cases that these courts were able to 
hear.68 In addition, the 2003 laws that were passed in Rwanda criminalised any verbal expressions of division or 
ethnic identity.69
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7.  LESSONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
FROM THE STUDY

The study reveals that The Gambia’s reconciliation agenda has been set within a complex social milieu that is the 
result of numerous factors evolving from sociopolitical, socio-economic and socio-ethnic realities spanning pre-
independence through to more than five decades of sociopolitical change. The social issues resulting from these 
changes, particularly those arising from the two decades of the Jammeh government, have created multiple 
schisms which make reconciliation crucial for the future peace and stability of the country. However, the issues 
which necessitate reconciliation are diverse owing to the perceived priorities of the different stakeholders which 
determine the prism through which they view reconciliation.

The overwhelming view of participants in the study was that reparations and socio-economic reform are a priority 
for victims of the human-rights violations of the former regime. Respondents in the study, who identified 
themselves as direct victims of the former regime, suggested that the most tangible impact of their experiences was 
in terms of its socio-economic effect on their lives and livelihoods. For them, reparations represented an opportunity 
to restore them as close as possible to their former socio-economic status, though some also viewed retributive 
justice as fundamental to reconciliation efforts. Furthermore, many of them viewed socio-economic issues, such as 
disputes over land and inequalities in economic opportunities, as the main divisive issues in Gambian society.

On the other hand, the two religious leaders interviewed in the study emphasised truth-telling and forgiveness as the 
central elements of promoting reconciliation. Although they highlighted justice as a prerequisite for reconciliation, 
their notion of justice was expressed in terms of the right of victims to know the truth about what happened to them 
and of perpetrators’ obligations to admit to their violations. Once this was done, the emphasis, in their view, lay with 
the victim (expressed almost as a moral/religious obligation) to forgive and embrace reconciliation. This viewpoint is 
in stark contrast to the ‘no justice, no reconciliation’ position adopted by most victims.

The study also revealed that other social actors within the Gambian community (some CSOs and political parties) 
viewed terminology and approach as key issues for successful reconciliation. For some, it was more helpful to speak 
in terms of social cohesion rather than reconciliation. For this group of social actors, the focus should be on 
rebuilding or strengthening broken or strained relationships without looking to the past and apportioning blame 
for past wrongs. These respondents therefore perceived retributive justice as counterproductive to building a 
reconciled nation and considered any penalties for past offenders as likely to create new wounds among the 
families and affiliates of those alleged to be perpetrators.

For others, accountability was the paramount prerequisite for a reconciled nation. They argued that justice, both in 
the retributive and restorative sense, must be done and must be seen to be done. While compensating victims was 
necessary to restore some of their dignity and their livelihoods, it was also crucial that perpetrators be held 
accountable for their wrongs to ensure non-recurrence (which is, in turn, vital to sustaining a reconciled nation). 
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There are yet others who believed that reconciliation can only be successful when premised on renewed trust 
between the state and the people. For this last group, therefore, reforming state institutions is the fundamental 
pillar on which reconciliation should be built if it is to be successful.

Based on the diverse views expressed by the different stakeholders mentioned, the following emerge as significant 
issues likely to impact any efforts towards reconciliation in The Gambia:

1. Security/civil sector reform (rebuilding the judiciary, civil service and security sectors);

2. Economic stability with an inclusive economy;

3. The establishment of social protections/gender equality – the inclusion of marginalised groups;

4. A lack of trust between the Gambian people and their government;

5. A lack of trust among different ethnic groups;

6. The eroded peaceful co-existence within communities;

7. The issue of rebuilding social-development networks; and

8. The establishment of stability and security as a precondition for reconciliation.

Drawing on lessons from the reconciliation processes of the countries discussed above, and bearing in mind the 
guidelines of the African Union Transitional Justice Policy (AUTJP) framework, it is clear that the various components 
of the TJ process(truth, reconciliation, reparations, prosecutions, and guarantees of non-recurrence) are inextricably 
interconnected and that any hope of realising the transformative potential of TJ necessary for a developmental, 
inclusive society depends on a thoughtful approach to the implementation of all of the components. In addressing 
the legacy of violations through the establishment, first, of an impartial record of the history of those violations, it is 
imperative that the process not be prescriptive but be based rather on public support and ownership. Rebuilding 
broken relationships and trust within the TJ process thus requires all stakeholders to be part of the discussions, but, 
more importantly, rebuilding those broken relationships (reconciliation) in such a process must also be premised on 
justice in the broadest sense of the word (thus embracing social, legal, institutional and security reforms as well as 
redress). A successful TJ process must have the characteristic set out in the AUTJP, that is, the process must include 
acknowledgement of, and responsibility for, the suffering of victims, showing remorse, asking for forgiveness, 
making reparations, and undertaking the process of promoting reconciliation.

The reconciliation processes in South Africa and Chile show that, even in countries like The Gambia, where the state 
was the main perpetrator of human-rights violations, both vertical and horizontal reconciliation are desirable. The 
inequalities that are invariably linked to the state’s violations of human rights generally create tensions and 
resentment between those who benefitted from the repression and those who suffered the impact of the violations. 
This therefore supports the conceptions captured in the AUTJP that TJ processes must be inclusive and must 
comprise both formal and traditional policy measures and institutional mechanisms that can be adopted for the 
establishment of a secure, democratic and socio-economically transformative society. As seen in both South Africa 
and Chile, in post-authoritarian TJ processes, reconciliation is usually state-driven. However, civil society also has a 
significant role to play in ensuring that it is both locally owned and addresses the real issues. Significantly, both in 
Chile and South Africa, civil society played a critical role in keeping the process focused on addressing victims’ 
needs, and, particularly, in ensuring that the various forms of justice owed to victims and victim communities were 
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addressed, regardless of how long it took. The successes registered when local mechanisms are used and local 
communities are fully engaged are most vividly highlighted by the lessons from Sierra Leone’s Fambul Tok initiative 
and Rwanda’s gacaca courts, the abunzi (community mediators), etc. These are thus lessons for both the 
government of The Gambia and civil society, which, alongside the guiding principles in the AUTJP, can guide the 
reconciliation process in The Gambia towards the desired outcomes.

The AUTJP recognises that full redress and reparations are essential for reconciliation, both as a process and a 
goal to be achieved. The full redress envisaged includes restorative justice, preventing impunity, and guarantees 
of non-repetition, which can essentially be achieved only through the prosecution of those who bear the greatest 
burden of human-rights violations and through security/institutional reforms. The AUTJP advocates balancing 
promoting peace and reconciliation with responsibility and accountability. According to the policy, this includes 
ensuring a balance between the demand for retributive criminal justice and achieving reconciliation, as well as 
‘relevant socio-economic development programmes focusing on members of society whose livelihoods have 
been disrupted by violence/repression and marginalisation. Thus, the approaches adopted by the other countries 
discussed above, particularly Chile and South Africa, provide stark lessons for The Gambia in this regard. One such 
lesson is that selective endorsement or implementation of Truth Commission processes and recommendations 
risks derailing the process and exacerbating inequality, social divisions, public mistrust, and disrespect for the 
legitimacy of the state. The Chilean context illustrates the shortcomings of a TJ process which addresses neither 
accountability nor inclusivity. As Prof. Collins notes, regardless of the extent of the reparations programme in 
Chile, the unrepentant stance of the former dictatorship and the partial approach to addressing the past resulted 
in several challenges and even led to the setting up of a second Truth Commission about a decade after the first 
one. Furthermore, failure to address accountability and embrace inclusivity in Chile also highlights the 
importance of security/institutional reforms with regard to reconciliation. The Gambia should learn that, while 
monetary reparation is vital, its impact will be limited in the absence of non-monetary reparations that address 
psychological and other needs.

The AUTJP framework also recognises the significance of addressing socio-economic issues, marginalisation and 
inequality within the TJ process. In this study, issues around inequality have consistently emerged in the discussions 
with participants. Furthermore, in most of these discussions, issues of inequality have been expressed from a 
socio-economic perspective, which underscores the significance to victims and communities. Both Prof. Govender 
and Prof. Collins have highlighted the persistence of inequality in South Africa and Chile and its implications for 
social cohesion. With regard to Colombia, Prof. Rettberg also notes that social inequalities have had a big impact on 
reconciliation, stating that people who face harsher socio-economic realities have also tended to be less in favour of 
reconciliation or less inclined to engage in it. In Gambia’s pursuit of national reconciliation, due regard must then be 
had to addressing inequality, particularly in respect of the economically underprivileged or marginalised. Bearing in 
mind the large youth population of The Gambia, the rate of under-employment among this demographic, the 
sociopolitical marginalisation they experience, and their susceptibility to exploitation and instrumentalisation in 
triggering conflict, significant focus should be directed towards addressing social inequality in the Gambia generally 
– and among the youth specifically – if reconciliation is to be realised. Such an approach would be in line with the 
notion of redistributive justice in the AUTJP framework,70 which proposes socio-economic and development 
measures designed to rectify structural inequalities, marginalisation and exclusion. The AUTJP recognises that such 
an approach is key to achieving the social justice and equitable and inclusive development which are the bedrock of 
a reconciled society. Recent surveys show that the majority of the population In The Gambia perceives social 
equality and economic-opportunity to be low and declining. Furthermore, confidence in government performance 
in respect of the economy, infrastructure and basic services has sharply declined.71 Any strategies designed to 
pursue reconciliation in The Gambia must therefore consider the lessons from the other countries that highlight the 
major challenges to reconciliation when social inequalities are left unaddressed. However, the lessons from Sierra 
Leone also suggest that social inequalities do not necessarily have to hinder reconciliation efforts. According to John 
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Caulker of Fambul Tok (a CSO that spearheaded the reconciliation process in the country), allowing reconciliation to 
be owned and led by the community can neutralise the challenges that inequality poses to reconciliation.

The Chilean example also shows that addressing inequality inevitably requires reforming the legal framework so 
that it can serve as a foundation for an equitable society. Failure to take this reality seriously, as noted by Prof. 
Collins, has led to complications in Chile’s reconciliation process, something which could have been avoided by 
timely legal reform. However, reforming the law alone does is not sufficient. For instance, Prof. Govender, though 
describing the constitutional and legal enactments in South Africa designed to address discrimination and 
inequalities as being comprehensive, points out that implementation has been lacking, consequently limiting 
redress of social inequalities. The Gambia has an opportunity, therefore, to undertake the necessary legal reforms 
and create the implementation institutions that will underpin and facilitate effective implementation of the other TJ 
elements necessary for successful reconciliation.

In relation to gender, Prof. Rettberg has highlighted its significance in Colombia’s reconciliation process. Lessons 
from Colombia indicate that women’s inclination for reconciliation is dependent on their feelings of safety. 
Furthermore, since women exhibit greater proclivity for forgiveness, in settings such as Colombia – where they 
make up the majority of registered victims – their role in reconciliation is significant. While, in The Gambia, men 
make up the greater number of victims registered by the TRRC, it is widely agreed that the greatest impact of the 
human-rights violations was experienced by women. Section 3 (para. 101) of the AUTJP highlights the need for 
post-authoritarian states to ensure women’s representation and participation at all the different stages of TJ 
processes by writing their participation into peace agreements and TJ laws and policies. This is based on the 
understanding that gender is a cross-cutting issue in TJ situations – in addition to the significant impact that 
conflict or authoritarian repression has on women and girls. Therefore, gender should be a consideration at every 
stage of the planning and implementation process for reconciliation. The gaps that emerged following Kenya’s 
failure to properly address the underlying gender norms that promote SGBV should be noted and avoided. 
Similarly, the lessons from Sierra Leone also emphasise the need to consciously advocate for a gender-sensitive 
approach. The Fambul Tok initiative itself facilitated safe spaces and a conducive environment where gender 
issues could be addressed. Further studying these initiatives can thus provide insights into how to adequately 
address gender issues in the reconciliation process. This is particularly significant where traditional mechanisms 
are employed in the reconciliation process. As a result of the patriarchal nature of communities, leadership roles 
are virtually all male-dominated; hence the need to ensure that women are not excluded from the process.

The Fambul Tok approach to reconciliation also serves as an excellent lesson in incorporating meaningful inclusivity, 
local ownership, and participation by communities in the reconciliation process. The process practicalises the 
principles envisaged in the AUTJP which seek to promote a more Afrocentric approach to TJ in Africa. Its success also 
shows how civil society can play a significant role in directing these processes towards where they should be. Thus 
Gambian CSOs must be ready to play an instrumental role in shaping the process of reconciliation into a process 
that reflects the views and interests of the relevant communities.

In sum, therefore, the experiences of the countries considered in this study provide vital lessons for The Gambia. The 
social contexts in which reconciliation was undertaken in Chile or South Africa, the issues of inequality and gender 
that affect reconciliation in Colombia, and the community-driven process of reconciliation in Sierra Leone all bear 
some parallels with the Gambian context. Therefore, how the various elements of the TJ process impacted 
reconciliation should serve as a guide for The Gambia in navigating the complexities of pursuing reconciliation both 
as a process and as a goal. In addition, the AUTJP provides a solid and comprehensive guiding framework which, if 
approached with commitment and the comparative lessons in mind, can lead to the transformative and 
developmental changes envisaged by the TJ process.



PAGE  42

8. RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the lessons derived from the comparative study of other TJ-related reconciliation programmes, as well as 
the issues identified in this study as likely to impact reconciliation, the following recommendations are proffered for 
consideration in developing a reconciliation strategy for The Gambia:

1. The Gambia government should position itself constructively in relation to the TRRC’s final report. The report 
should be utilised for nation-building through a campaign premised on building a united and cohesive nation 
that is inclusive and just. While some findings and recommendations of the TRRC may prove contentious or 
controversial, ways can be found to reach acceptable compromises on a way forward. Comparative experiences 
from other jurisdictions indicate that the alternative (a failure to facilitate the implementation of findings and 
recommendations of truth commissions) generally has adverse effects on reconciliation and continue to haunt 
these countries through continued mistrust and drawn-out legal battles.

2. Follow-up plans must be conceptualised for implementing recommendations of the TRRC (such as 
reparations and prosecutions) to ensure that the rights of victims of the Jammeh regime are respected and 
that impunity for perpetrators is prevented. Reconciliation is a forward-looking process in the overall TJ 
process, the success of which is significantly dependent on the first aspect of the TJ process, that is, 
addressing the past by restoring the rights of those who were victims and making efforts to fulfil their rights 
and restore their dignity.

3. A national cohesion and integration policy should also be adopted, which can be framed as a process of 
instilling and enabling a sense of belonging and of being engaged in a common enterprise with a shared 
vision and shared values and based on a recognition of the challenges and opportunities.

4. Government must ensure that a clear programme of action is outlined for pursuing this policy. This can be 
done through the development of a national cohesion and integration strategic plan.

5. Based on comparative lessons,72 it should be noted that, without a clear action plan that clearly defines the 
problems faced, sets out the measures to be taken, and includes monitoring of progress, such a policy may 
turn out to be an empty gesture. However, a well-planned policy can be framed as a mandate for coordinated 
action between the state and other social actors in order to address key challenges, including:

• Reforming institutions to align them with the goals of social cohesion and integration;

• Addressing socio-economic inequalities;

• Managing ethnic and other sociocultural diversities more effectively;
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• Strengthening mechanisms that can prevent, manage and resolve conflict situations;

• Strengthening the rule of law and ensuring the safety of all members of society;

• Addressing the unemployment challenge and the basic needs of the most marginalised sectors of 
society; and

• Establishing mechanisms for effective communication and information-sharing that strengthen 
participatory democratic processes.

6. The government should establish a permanent commission responsible for promoting national cohesion and 
integration, with a mandate to encourage Gambians to: embrace shared values and a shared identity; 
mitigate ethno-political rivalries; discourage ethnically motivated violence; eliminate ethnic, religious and 
other forms of discrimination; and promote national healing and reconciliation. This can be pursued through 
strategies such as:

• Monitoring and discouraging hate speech, while also respecting fundamental rights;

• Facilitating mediation and dialogue processes among communities in conflict;

• Monitoring conflict and violence;

• Promoting more inclusive political structures and policies;

• Building awareness of, and support for, constitutional values and principles; and

• Encouraging the development of shared values and identity, while also celebrating the diversity of its 
people.

7. Government should support and empower CSOs in building networks of support within communities in 
order to promote peace-building and social cohesion and so rebuild the social fabric.73 CSOs can support, 
and assist in, the reintegration of marginalised groups, in addition to holding government institutions 
accountable and promoting respect for fundamental rights.

8. A strong, legitimate constitution is a key foundation for reconciliation. The Gambia should find a way to 
reinitiate dialogue regarding the draft constitution that was produced as part of the TJ process following 
popular engagement and support on the part of the public. Further legal reforms should also be initiated 
with a view to promoting greater equality and integration.74 Constitutional and legal reform aimed at 
rebuilding a nation founded on the egalitarian values of respect for the dignity and rights of all Gambians will 
greatly support reconciliation.

9. Institutional reforms for the creation of effective systems of representation, participation and accountability 
must be established together with the citizens of the country. This, along with improved transparency and 
delivery of services will rebuild trust in state institutions.

10. Government should act swiftly to implement recommendations concerning issues of gender justice, as well 
as set up, fund and capacitate institutions and people that will provide information, address complaints, and 
render necessary services related to SGBV. All reconciliation initiatives need to mainstream gender by taking 
into consideration the diversity of needs and impacts of these programmes and the need for inclusion and 
balance in their planning and implementation. The gender norms and power imbalances that negatively 
impact women need to be considered and taken into account in the development and implementation of 
policies to ensure that women’s fundamental rights are respected.
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11. A developmental programme should be created that seeks to rebuild social capacity in communities by 
facilitating broad engagement in economic- and social-development initiatives. These processes are critical 
both for strengthening community bonds within these communities (social cohesion) that were eroded 
during the past two-and-a-half decades and for building communications and accountability processes 
between citizens and the state.

12. A land commission and other follow-up institutions should be set up to deal with other human-rights 
violations which were not covered by the TRRC, but which could pose severe obstacles to reconciliation 
between communities. Furthermore, government should set up mechanisms and measures which will 
address other structural inequalities that affect basic livelihoods, such as access to health, education, 
employment, and legal redress.

13. Government should also adopt a reconciliation-sensitive approach to recommendations concerning 
prosecutions. This can be done by adopting objective and transparent criteria to determine who will be 
prosecuted, by engaging victims in the process, by reducing sentences in exchange for cooperation or by 
imposing community service instead of prison sentences.

14. Government should further ensure that provision of psychosocial support is an integral part of the 
reparations programme and of the post-TJ support given to victims. Respondents in this study highlighted 
the importance of some degree of healing for victims before they can consider engaging in any process of 
reconciliation. Perpetrators should also be supported in coming to terms with what they did in order to 
embark on reconciliation or reintegration into society. Thus, government should ensure that there are 
adequate resources and trained personnel to provide psychosocial support or assist in enhancing the 
capacity of CSOs which can provide such services to the public.

15. Government should initiate and support memorialisation initiatives grounded in victims’ desires. These could 
include building monuments, establishing museums, developing arts-based programmes, engaging in 
oral-history projects with victims and survivors, and sharing the stories of victim in school syllabuses and 
history books. Memorialisation can take many forms and honours the suffering of victims and acknowledges 
their loss. It also helps to maintain a connection between victims who were lost and their families, loved ones 
and society at large. It provides a path to healing and thus facilitates reconciliation. Community-level 
memorialisation can also can serve as a truth-telling and acknowledgement process for the many victims 
who were not able to take part in the hearings of the TRRC.

16. Government should ensure that the youth are fully included as stakeholders and beneficiaries in the design 
and implementation of all these reconciliation processes. Their exclusion from employment, governance and 
social-cohesion initiatives would lay the foundation for future conflict. Programmes targeting youth inclusion 
in job-creation, governance programmes and social cohesion need to be prioritised in order to ensure that 
their grievances are acknowledged and addressed.

17. CSOs should synergise their efforts and ensure that the TRRC report is widely disseminated in formats that are 
suitable for different audiences. The role of CSOs is critical in this regard in order to make certain that the 
public understand the report’s contents and that public interest in the implementation of the 
recommendations and of meaningful reconciliation initiatives is generated.

18. CSOs must build public support for, and government commitment to, implementation of the TRRC 
recommendations and reconciliation efforts through engagement with the Ministry of Justice (MoJ), the 
National Human Rights Commission (NHRC), and any possible successor organisation to the TRRC. This 
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includes the establishment of monitoring and feedback mechanisms through which to monitor 
implementation of the TRRC recommendations and highlight lapses.

19. CSOs, in collaboration with government, should work with local communities and leaders to design and set 
up reconciliation mechanisms that take local context and needs into consideration. CSOs have benefitted 
from significant capacity-building during the TJ process and have established relationships with local 
communities which will facilitate more meaningful reconciliation.
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