
IM
PA

C
TS

TO
RI

ES

Tensions in at-risk communities are kept in 
check with the help of new leaders’ networks

NEW APPROACHES, 
NEW RESULTS

97% of local leaders trained 
have changed the way they 
resolve conflicts

25% of local leaders report 
convening mediations at least once 
a month

100 local leaders trained in 
mediation and interest-based 
negotiation

BRINGING TOGETHER LOCAL LEADERS

It’s a hot Saturday morning in the University Christian 
Fellowship hall in Mandalay. The fans spin overhead as 
thirty students listen attentively to the religious leaders 
at the front. Christian, Muslim, Baha’i and Sikh; one by 
one they talk about their faith and the importance of 
finding common ground through mutual tolerance and 
respect. As one speaks, the others nod in agreement, 
sometimes leaning in, like old friends, to whisper in 
each other’s ears. Their obvious comfort with one 
another speaks louder than words. 

“We must put aside our differences and learn from one 
another,” says Tony Ravjeet Singh, Secretary of the 
All Myanmar Sikh Religious Council and a participant 
in Sone Hmat which is behind this event. “We are 
different religions, but we all believe in one God. It’s 
like water. Water is water, no matter what you call it.” 

Local administrators exchanging reflections and ideas at a Mercy Corps workshop



The traditional methods we have used 
for centuries in our communities should 
remain at the centre of our strategies. 
However, I believe a leader needs to 

master different types of conflict resolution 
approaches to be effective. 

Maung Ko, Ward Administrator, Taunggyi 

”
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At the end, hands go up with questions. Not all the 
students are convinced, but that’s fine. This morning’s 
work is to plant seeds, to nurture a new way of thinking 
about peaceful co-existence in communities where 
religious and ethnic tensions can turn everyday 
disputes into heated conflict.

WORKING ACROSS RELIGIOUS LINES

“Tensions are made worse because there are few 
interactions between different religions,” says Su Phyo 
Lwin, Senior Programme Manager at Mercy Corps 
leading the Paung Sie Facility-funded Sone Hmat 
programme. “One way to prevent future conflict is to 
build relationships and understanding between religions 
so they are able to resolve their misunderstandings 
more easily, and things don’t get so bad, so fast.”

Now into its second phase of the project, Mercy 
Corps’ team of Myanmar trainers has trained almost 
100 influential local officials, religious and civil society 
leaders in mediation and interest-based negotiation. It 
has focused on the religiously diverse communities of 
Mandalay, Taunggyi in Shan State, Mawlamyine in Mon 
State, and Hpa-an in Kayin State, where past violence 
has created simmering tensions that are being fuelled 
by hate speech on social media. 

Together the leaders learned new strategies to get 
at the root causes of the disputes that come before 

them. They’re aiming for something better than 
‘negative peace’ – the mere absence of conflict; they 
want solutions that everyone can live with. 

CALLING ON ONE ANOTHER

 “We cannot be separated or isolated now,” says Myint 
Swe, a leader in the Baha’i community in Mandalay. 
“And we have new methods, to do things in a new 
way.” That includes calling on each other for help. 

“Recently I had to resolve a case of domestic violence 
that led to divorce between a Buddhist woman and 
her Muslim husband,” says Win Naing Soe, a Ward 
Administrator in Taunggyi. “In order to make sure 
that this dispute would not spill over and exacerbate 
interfaith tensions, I made sure to invite faith leaders 
from both communities and involved them in the 
mediation process.” 

Local leaders learning about everyday pressure and resistance in mediation with a friendly arm-wrestle game at a Mercy Corps training.



An energetic exchange of ideas at a Mercy Corps organised mediation workshop.

I firmly believe that if we can show different 
religious and ethnic communities that they 
can work together towards a similar goal, 
then reconciliation and inter-communal 

dialogue will come naturally. 
Sandar Moe, Baha’i religious leader, Mandalay ”
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NEUTRAL AND UNBIASED

“We need to be very careful in the way we approach 
disputing parties and the words we use when we 
give them advice,” says Khin Maung Win, a Ward 
Administrator in Taunggyi. “Our biggest challenge is 
to be seen as respectful, neutral and unbiased.” That 
starts with the leaders themselves; addressing their 
own biases, and not rushing to impose a solution as 
they might have done in the past.

“This type of training allows us to open our eyes and 
see things more clearly,” says Phoo Nyunt, a Ward 
Administrator in Taunggyi. “Before, I did not know in 
which direction to go when trying to resolve a dispute. 
Now I have a systematic way of communicating and 
building relationships in order to get resolution.”

NEW APPROACHES, NEW RESULTS

97% of participating leaders say they have changed 
the way they resolve conflicts as a result of the 
Mercy Corps training. New confidence in their 
skills has allowed these leaders to resolve disputes 
with increasing frequency and success, affecting 
approximately 1,000 community members directly 
and the broader community indirectly in Mandalay, 
Taunggyi, Mawlamyine and Hpa-An. More than a 
quarter report they are now doing mediations at 
least once a month, and overall they reported a 30% 
increase in the number of disputes brought to a 
mutually agreeable resolution.  

With so much at stake, every little bit helps. 

“There is a real climate of fear and mistrust right now, 
nourished by misinformation and false rumours, that 
prevent community members, and especially youth, 
from participating in inter-communal reconciliation 
activities. This is our most important challenge,” says 
Sandar Moe, a Baha’i religious leader in Mandalay. 

Moe believes that they have a better chance of 
overcoming this challenge thanks to the training, and 
the new networks of like-minded leaders that have 
sprung from it. 
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Stay people 
centred

Work with integrity 
and mutual respect

Be flexible and 
responsive

Promote women’s 
equal participation

Know the 
context

Be transparent, clear 
and accountable
 

Build on Myanmar innovation 
and global knowledge

OUR PRINCIPLES

Practice and nurture 
everyday inclusion
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