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In the midst of civil wars, conflict parties commonly sign ceasefires to open spaces for peace talks and 

include provisions to appoint ceasefire monitoring mechanisms. Scholars, analysts and practitioners 

often promote these mechanisms as relevant tools to provide restraint on the parties (Chounet-Cambas 

2012; Clayton and Sticher 2021; Haysom and Hottinger 2010). However, so far, we know little about how 

they support ceasefire compliance and broader peace processes. Research in this area has also focused 

on international monitors (Findlay 2001; Grist 2007; Höglund 2011; Höglund and Wennerström 2015; 

Samset 2004; Verjee 2019), often overlooking the role of domestic stakeholders, including civil society. 

One reason for this gap is the focus on the historical involvement of the United Nations (UN) in ceasefire 

monitoring and on the perceived military nature of such tasks, which dismisses the possibility of a role 

for civilians. Yet, ceasefire monitoring in neither international nor military in nature. It is the process of 

gathering information about ceasefires (possibly alongside other tasks, such as verification, reporting 

and information dissemination) (Boulden 2000; Findlay 2001). It can involve different combinations of 

actors among the conflict parties, international actors and/or civil society. In several contexts, most visibly 

in Myanmar and the Philippines, civil society has also engaged informally in ceasefire monitoring activities 

(NVPF 2016; Colletta 2006). 

The lack of focus on the role of civil society in ceasefire monitoring mechanisms is an important gap for 

at least two reasons. First, civil society contributes relevant strengths in these mechanisms, thanks to its 

broad networks and knowledge of the local context and conflict dynamics (Pinaud 2021). Clarifying its 

advantages and constraints would help better assess how to combine domestic and international 

resources in ceasefire monitoring efforts. Second, there are path dependencies in peace processes in the 

sense that developments in the early phases influence subsequent interactions between conflict parties. 

From this perspective, involving civil society in ceasefire monitoring mechanisms is likely to shape its 

space and capacity to act later, around political negotiations (AGIPP 2018; Barsa, Holt-Ivry, and 

Muehlenbeck 2016; Forster and Bell 2019). 

To address this knowledge gap, I examined in my research the role of civil society in three ceasefire 

monitoring mechanisms appointed during the conflict between Maoist insurgents and the government 

of Nepal. The insurgency began in February 1996, as the Maoists decried the failure of the recent 

transition to parliamentary democracy in Nepal to redress the oppressive practices inherited from the 

old political systems (e.g. Hutt 2004; Lawoti 2010). The conflict lasted ten years, until the parties signed 

a Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in November 2006. The parties declared four key ceasefires 

during the conflict to open negotiations: three bilateral ceasefires in July 2001, January 2003 and May 

2006, and one unilateral Maoist ceasefire in September 2005. For the parties, the ceasefires were a 

necessary pre-condition to the negotiations as they helped appease tensions and allow the Maoist 

leaders to travel to the capital, Kathmandu, without being arrested.  

The parties invited civil society to formally monitor the implementation of the last three ceasefires. The 

mechanisms involved civil society leaders with high legitimacy and broad networks, who undertook 

relevant activities and involved a lot of people in the process. In interviews conducted in Nepal in 2019, 

participants underlined that the monitors’ presence effectively deterred the parties from major 

ceasefire violations by threatening to affect their reputation domestically at times when they were 

looking to access political power and helped mobilise broad constituencies for peace.1 However, as I 

                                                   
1 Interviews with former Maoists, Kathmandu, 11.06.2019 and 16.06.2019. Interview with ceasefire monitor, 

17.06.2019. Interviews with civil society, Kathmandu, 28.05.2019, 06.06.2019, 12.06.2019, 17.06.2019.  
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describe in more detail below, the three mechanisms faced important constraints that reduced their 

effectiveness.  

In 2003, the Monitoring Committee (MC) involved 13 civil society leaders among human rights 

organisations and activists. It was coordinated by the National Human Rights Commission, a law-

appointed independent human rights body, and received technical support from the UNDP in the 

background. The MC monitored events during the implementation of the ceasefire in ten districts. It 

deployed fact-finding missions after incidents with civil society leaders and journalists inside and 

outside the formal monitoring structure to clarify the facts and prevent escalations. Lastly, it published 

press briefings about ceasefire violations it investigated and engaged with the parties about its findings 

to urge them to commit to the process (Adhikari 2004, 56-57; NHRC 2003, 23). A key constraint, 

however, was that the MC was formed only four months after the first ceasefire declaration. By the 

time it became operational, the parties had undergone two failed rounds of peace negotiations and lost 

faith in the process. This significantly reduced the MC’s leverage and thus, its ability to prevent the 

Maoists and the government from returning to fighting.  

In 2005, the Civic Ceasefire Monitoring Committee (CCMC) involved 22 civil society leaders among 

human rights organisations and activists, facilitators of prior peace talks and influential professional 

associations of lawyers, doctors, teachers and journalists. It was led by the Nepal Bar Association (NBA) 

and received funding from Norway. The CCMC mobilised broad networks across the country to monitor 

potential ceasefire violations by the Maoists and violence from the government, which had not 

reciprocated the ceasefire. It conducted dozens of fact-finding missions to verify the information 

collected and prevent escalations after incidents. It reported about its findings to the parties directly 

and through the media. Finally, the CCMC held consultations with a range of stakeholders in the capital 

and in conflict-affected areas to support the resolution of the conflict (NBA 2009). Still, the CCMC lacked 

credibility among the government, which made its work risky and prevented it from bringing the 

government into the peace process. First, the CCMC did not have jurisdiction from the government 

since it was a unilateral ceasefire. Second, it was perceived as biased. As interviewees among the 

monitors themselves explained, many members refused to engage with the high political level directly 

at the time as they condemned the unconstitutionality of the monarchy-led government and were 

closely affiliated to the democratic movement.2 Ultimately, as the Maoists were unable to resolve their 

conflict with the government, they discontinued their ceasefire and returned to fighting.  

In 2006, the National Monitoring Committee for the Ceasefire (NMCC) involved 24 civil society leaders 

(including 18 who had participated in the CCMC in 2005), among human rights activists and NGOs, 

professional associations and ethnic and religious groups. It received detailed terms of reference3 and 

international financial and technical backing, including from the United Kingdom, the United States and 

Switzerland (Farasat and Hayner 2009, 12; B. P. Mishra 2009, 18, 113-114). The NMCC mobilised broad 

networks to comprehensively monitor and investigate potential ceasefire violations. It shared three 

comprehensive reports about the implementation with the parties’ peace talk teams and stakeholders 

closely connected to the peace negotiations, as well as through the media. The NMCC also used its 

formal jurisdiction to actively engage with combatants, political parties and the population across the 

country and urge them to share information about issues hampering the implementation of the 

ceasefire and the peace process locally (see NMCC 2009a, 2009b, 2009c). Still, the NMCC lacked 

authority to deter minor violations of the ceasefire by the parties to gain leverage in the peace 

negotiations. In addition, despite its active involvement throughout the peace process, the parties 

largely excluded civil society from the formal peace negotiations and implementation mechanisms. 

Interviewees gave different reasons for the move, including the parties’ search to increase the 

legitimacy of the peace transition by prioritising a role for the UN and the monitors’ perceived pro-

                                                   
2 Interviews with ceasefire monitors, Kathmandu, 12.06.2019 and 17.06.2019. The democratic movement emerged 

after the King dismissed the elected government in February 2005 and formed a new Cabinet under his own 

Chairmanship. It campaigned to bring the Maoists and the political parties together around the shared goal of a 

demcratic republic, in which the power of the monarchy would be significantly reduced. The Maoists and the political 

parties reached a 12-point Understanding during the Maoist ceasefire, largely as a result of the work of the 

democratic movement and the supportive role of the CCMC. The democratic movement launched large popular 

protests early 2006 that pressured the King to transfer power back to the political parties (e.g. Subedi and Bhattarai 

2017). This paved the way for the May 2006 ceasefires between the Maoists and the new government. 
3 Terms of Reference and Power of the NMCC, 26.06.2006. 
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Maoist bias and lack of resources to monitor the CPA.4 The lack of gender and ethnic diversity among 

the NMCC monitors (2/24 members were women and most members were part of a Kathmandu-based 

English-speaking elite) was another important constraint, as it limited the mechanism’s ability to report 

comprehensively on the needs of all groups for the ceasefire and peace process.  

Despite the specificities of the Nepalese conflict context, the experience of the three monitoring 

mechanisms provides useful general lessons about civil society’s role in ceasefire monitoring in civil 

wars. It shows that civil society has capacity and leverage to act in the early phases of peace processes, 

including in ceasefire monitoring. Yet, improving its effectiveness requires attention to three key issues, 

notably the parties’ political will for the process, the monitors’ ability to remain detached from their 

political affiliations and ambitions and the design of the mechanisms. 
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4 Interview with a close government advisor at the time, Kathmandu, 12.06.2019. Interviews with ceasefire monitors, 

Kathmandu, 17.06.2019 and 20.06.2019. Interview with civil society, Kathmandu, 18.06.2019. Interview with a 

journalist, Kathmandu, 07.06.2019.  
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Disclaimer 

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 

the beliefs and positions of the Regional Program of the Gulf States at Konrad- Adenauer-Stiftung.  
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