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Executive Summary

Dutch municipalities are facing mounting pressures of social polarisation, declining
trust in government authorities, and the local impacts of foreign conflicts. While
municipalities do have security frameworks to address immediate threats to public
safety, they frequently lack an equivalent framework for promoting peace and social
cohesion. Supported by interviews with civil servants and peace practitioners working
in four Dutch municipalities in addition to international insights, this report finds that
though peace work is already taking place at the municipal level, it is fragmented,
under-supported, informal, and often unnamed. The report concludes by suggesting
that building a coherent peace framework does not require new activity. Rather,
municipal governments should name the work that is already underway as peace
work and provide sustained financial support and institutional embedding.
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1. Introduction

Geopolitical instability, the erosion of democratic norms across Europe, and a series
of persistent domestic crises—from a shortage of affordable housing to polarised
debates around asylum policy and growing economic insecurity—have contributed to
a climate of heightened social tension in the Netherlands. This report takes a closer
look at how these tensions manifest at the local level, and what municipalities are
doing to address them. Drawing on interviews with civil servants and practitioners in
Amsterdam, Utrecht, The Hague and Alkmaar, and academics and practitioners
working internationally, the report examines how local governments identify sources
of unrest, respond to them, and work towards prevention: building the social
conditions that make communities more resilient to tension and division over time.

These pressures are not abstract; they are felt most concretely at the local level, in
neighbourhoods, on streets, and in community centres, where residents may find
themselves at odds with one another, and where the distance between citizens and
government can feel most immediate. Increasingly, expressions of societal discontent
and unrest find their way into the public domain in ways that put pressure on local
governance, from heated public meetings to incidents that threaten democratic order
or public safety (VNG, 2023, p. 3). These tensions are, in part, a manifestation of the
broader phenomenon of polarisation, which has attracted growing concern among
policymakers, researchers, and the broader public.

Amongst the many forms polarisation can take, two are of particular importance in
this report. The first is horizontal, characterised by friction between citizen groups and
a decline in tolerance for differing opinions and ways of life. Surveys suggest that this
horizontal polarisation is perceived to have increased in recent years, and around
three-quarters of Dutch citizens believe that disagreements over societal issues are
growing (Miltenburg et al., 2022, pp. 47-48). Yet the concept of polarisation is
inherently complex and difficult to measure objectively, as it is often tied to personal
experience rather than observable behaviour (Analistennetwerk Nationale Veiligheid,
2022). Academic research does not straightforwardly confirm an overall trend; for
instance, Paul Dekker finds no evidence that Dutch citizens have become
systematically more opposed to one another or more hostile in their views of fellow
citizens over time (Dekker, 2022, as cited in Miltenburg et al., 2022, p. 48).
Nevertheless, the perception of growing division was raised as a source of concern by
all municipalities involved in the research for this report, and perception itself carries
real social and political consequences. Vertical polarisation in turn operates in a
different register: rather than tension between citizens, it refers to a growing distance
between citizens and their (local) government. Dutch local politicians and civil
servants increasingly report facing threats and intimidation, often triggered by
concrete municipal decisions such as the repurposing of a community centre or the
opening of an asylum seekers'’ facility. Local politicians are also facing a growing sense
of frustration with national politics from the local communities they serve. As a result,
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local government has become a lightning rod for discontent (Elibol & Hofman, 2022).
This places civil servants in a difficult position between the demands of the national
government and the lived realities of the communities they serve. Both horizontal
and vertical polarisation feature throughout this report, as each, in its own way,
informs the challenges that municipalities face in working towards a more cohesive
society.

1.1. Situating the Report: Threat Perceptions

It is against this backdrop that questions of societal resilience have moved to the
centre of Dutch policy debates. The increasing attention for resilience against rising
threats and the ways in which society can best prepare for crises is reflected in a
number of recent publications. Both the Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten
(VNG) and the consultancy firm Berenschot have published documents that attempt
to map and address the challenge of maintaining a stable, functional society in the
face of mounting uncertainty. Berenschot's Weerbaarheidsscan gemeenten (2026) takes
an explicitly threat-oriented starting point, rooted in the language of national security,
hybrid threats, and crisis preparedness. Resilience (weerbaarheid) is understood
primarily as the adaptive capacity of municipalities to withstand and recover from
acute disruptions, such as cyberattacks, energy failures, or the breakdown of vital
infrastructure. Social cohesion appears within this framework, but largely as an
instrumental resource: something to be preserved so that essential civic systems—
municipal services, digital infrastructure, and the provision of energy, water and
healthcare—can continue to function under pressure.

The VNG's Het maatschappelijk noodpakket (2026) takes a somewhat different
approach. While it too begins from a recognition of geopolitical and climate
uncertainty, it then argues that a truly resilient society must be socially strong in a
more fundamental sense that is built on trust, mutual support, and the capacity of
communities to act together before, during, and after disruption. Crucially, the VNG
document suggests that a strong social fabric works not only reactively but
preventively, making societies less vulnerable to polarisation and breakdown in the
first place. Yet even this broader framing remains largely organised around the logic
of crisis management: resilience is still understood primarily as preparation for
disruption. Neither document asks what it might take to build a society in which
tensions are less likely to escalate in the first place: a question that, as we argue in
this report, belongs to the domain of peace rather than security alone.

This report situates itself at a different angle to both of these contributions. Where
Berenschot and the VNG are primarily oriented towards managing and withstanding
large-scale disruption, this report asks what it would mean to think seriously about
peace: not only as the absence of crisis but as something that is actively built and
maintained. In doing so, we draw on a body of academic literature that has grappled
with these questions, albeit largely in post-conflict or non-Western contexts. In the
following section, we will expand on this body of literature.
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1.2. Central Aim of the Report

Taken together, these observations point to a gap that motivates the present
research. Most municipalities in the Netherlands are equipped with security
policies—frameworks designed to manage acute threats and maintain order.! What
is less apparent is whether there exists, alongside these, anything that might be
called a ‘peace policy": a proactive, long-term, and structurally embedded approach to
managing societal tensions that is not driven primarily by the anticipation of crisis but
by a commitment to the conditions under which people can live well together.
However valuable reactive security frameworks are, they typically address symptoms
rather than causes. A peace-oriented approach would address different questions:
what sustains trust between communities and between citizens and their
government? What kinds of practices, at the local level, contribute to a durable and
meaningful social peace? And what might municipalities do, not only to respond to
tension when it erupts, but to cultivate the social conditions that make escalation less
likely in the first place? Importantly, this report does not treat security and peace as
mutually exclusive; it argues, rather, that a genuinely comprehensive approach to
societal stability requires attention to both.

These are the questions that have guided our research into municipal policy and
practice. Through interviews with civil servants and practitioners in the field of social
work in Amsterdam, Utrecht, The Hague and Alkmaar, as well as engagement with
relevant policy documents and academic literature, this study seeks to map the
‘peace work'’ that is already taking place within local governments. We have explored
what civil servants consider important in working on a peaceful society and what they
identify as good practices in preventing or managing rising societal tension. The
obstacles they encounter in working towards societal stability were also addressed.
By identifying the practices and conditions that support meaningful peace work at the
local level and grounding these in real-world examples, we hope to offer a
comprehensive account of what peace building within Dutch municipalities might
look like and what it would take to make it more intentional and more visible.

1.3. Method

The empirical findings presented in this report are based on a series of semi-
structured interviews conducted with municipal civil servants and social work
practitioners across the Netherlands, as well as a small number of peace practitioners
and academics working internationally. Rather than applying a single fixed question
list, we developed topic guides tailored to the specific department, municipality, and
professional background of each interviewee. In total, sixteen interviews were
conducted within the Netherlands, of which eleven were with municipal civil servants,

T As stated on the website of Centrum voor Criminaliteitspreventie en Veiligheid (Centrum voor Criminaliteitspreventie en
Veiligheid [CCV], 2026): most Dutch municipalities have an integraal veiligheidsplan (integral plan for security), in which their

security goals are formulated.
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two with the Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten (VNG) and three with
practitioners in the field of social work;? the four municipalities represented are
Amsterdam, Utrecht, The Hague and Alkmaar. These municipalities were selected
because we understood they were already working with practices related to peace in
a broad sense, and because we had easy access to contacts. Additionally, five
interviews were carried out with individuals working outside of the Netherlands: one
was an academic, while the rest were professionals working in various capacities
within the field of peace work. To ensure the anonymity of participants, we refrain
from specifying the precise roles or departments of individual interviewees. Alongside
the interviews, the report draws on policy papers and academic works on the concept
of peace itself and key themes in peacebuilding literature, bringing these three
strands into dialogue with one another throughout the report.

1.4. Report Outline

The report begins by discussing four key themes from academic literature on peace
as a concept and as a practice, including the critique of securitisation, the distinction
between positive and negative peace, the understanding of peace as a process rather
than an end state, and the significance of the local and everyday. The report findings
are then presented, including an analysis of the practices and perspectives that were
encountered across the municipalities studied. The findings are organised around
four lenses, beginning with the actors—termed in the report as ‘the who’ of local
peace work—before examining the practices themselves—the what—followed by the
spaces and settings in which this work takes place—the where—and finally its
temporal dimension—the when. We conclude with reflections on what a more
intentional approach to peace work at the local level might look like and the
conditions that would need to be in place to support it.

2 n the rest of the report, we will continue to use the term ‘practitioner’ when referring to the people working in the practical

realisation of social cohesion.
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2. Understanding (Municipal) Peace

Theoretical Perspectives

To understand the complex dynamics of peace at the local level, it is helpful to first
look at the key academic ideas that have shaped how it is conceptualised. The
following section is a brief overview of the main theories that inform this report.
While much of the literature on peace and peacebuilding is rooted in armed-conflict
or post-war settings, where rebuilding society after violence is central, it still offers
valuable insights for the Dutch context. Even in the absence of open conflict,
municipalities in the Netherlands experience dynamics such as social tensions and
polarisation, highlighting the importance of exploring how peace is understood and
worked on in practice.

2.1. Rethinking Security: the Limits of Securitisation

A first important perspective comes from critiques of securitisation and its effects on
urban life. The securitisation of cities, referring to the increasing and permanent
integration of surveillance, physical barriers, and policing technology, is often
presented as a way to enhance safety. However, a growing body of literature
questions whether these approaches actually produce the kind of security they
promise. Stephen Graham (2011) terms this ‘new military urbanism’: a logic in which
cities are no longer treated primarily as shared civic spaces but as environments that
must be constantly monitored and controlled (pp. XIlI-XV). Under this logic, the
boundaries between war and peace, as well as between military and police practices,
are increasingly blurred. Everyday spaces and the people who move through them
are treated as potential sources of threat rather than as citizens with equal rights
(Graham, 2011, p. XIll). Rather than making cities safer, Graham argues that this kind
of securitisation can itself become a form of violence—one that operates through
profiling, surveillance, and the targeting of particular groups and neighbourhoods
(Graham, 2011, p. XV). In this sense, securitisation gradually reshapes the relationship
between the state and its citizens, replacing principles of human rights and universal
citizenship with a logic of risk and control (Graham, 2011, pp. XIII-XV).

Building on this critique, Andrea Pavoni and Simone Tulumello (2020) argue that
securitisation can end up reproducing the very insecurities it aims to eliminate (p. 64).
They describe this dynamic as ‘the violence-security nexus'’: the idea that security
measures and the production of insecurities are more intertwined than they might
appear (Pavoni & Tulumello, 2020, p.49). Policies such as intensified surveillance or
zero-tolerance policing may restore some sense of order for some residents, but at
the same time increase fear and marginalisation for others, particularly for those who
are already in marginalised positions. In this way, security interventions do not simply
respond to insecurity; they actively shape how it is experienced. Pavoni and Tulumello
show how this can create an “atmosphere of fear that unevenly clouds urban
everyday life” (2020, p. 50), where the constant presence of security measures
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generates a pervasive sense of threat even when no direct act of violence is taking
place. Insecurity is therefore not only something that happens to people but is also
something that can be felt as part of everyday life.

These critiques point to an important paradox: the harder authorities pursue
absolute security, the more they risk producing new forms of insecurity. Security,
understood in this way, is not a stable condition to be achieved but a moving target
that can itself generate the fear and exclusion it claims to address. This raises serious
questions about what security-driven approaches can realistically offer Dutch
municipalities. As local authorities in the Netherlands face growing pressure to
respond to social unrest, polarisation, and urban inequality, the limits of
securitisation suggest the need for a different starting point—one rooted not in
control, but in the conditions that allow people to live well together. It is here that
academic literature on peace and peacebuilding becomes relevant. The sections that
follow introduce three frameworks taken from classic and more recent peacebuilding
literature that are relevant if we want to provide an alternative lens.

2.2. Peace Beyond the Absence of Violence

A useful starting point in examining ideas of peace is the work of Johan Galtung
(1969), who encourages us to move beyond the commonly held idea of peace as
simply the absence of war or conflict. Though one aspect of his definition of peace is
the “absence of violence” (1969, p. 167), he asks us to consider what should count as
violence in the first place. For Galtung, violence is not only direct and visible, but it is
also present whenever people are prevented from reaching their full potential due to
unequal or unjust social conditions (1969, p. 168). This broader definition shifts
attention away from visible, direct harm toward the underlying social and institutional
conditions that shape people’s lives. Patterns of inequality, poverty, discrimination
and exclusion are, in this sense, not neutral social facts but forms of what Galtung
calls structural violence: harm that operates quietly, through institutions and social
structures, rather than through direct force.

This leads to Galtung's well-known distinction between negative and positive peace, a
duality he describes as “the peace coin” (1969, p. 183): negative peace refers to the
absence of direct violence; positive peace to the absence of structural violence. What
this distinction highlights is that peace is not just about preventing conflict but also
about addressing the underlying conditions that produce harm in less visible ways,
such as inequality and exclusion. This is especially relevant when thinking about
policy at the municipal level, where both dimensions often come together in practice.
An exclusive focus on negative peace, for example through policing or maintaining
strict public order, risks producing what Galtung calls a “law and order society” (1969,
p. 184), in which short-term stability is prioritised while deeper inequalities go
unaddressed—precisely the trap that the violence-security nexus described by Pavoni
and Tulumello (2020) cautions against. However, at the same time, focusing only on
long-term structural change without ensuring immediate safety can create new forms
of instability. For this reason, Galtung argues that peace research should engage both

10
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“conflict research” (negative peace) and “development research” (positive peace)
(1969, p. 167), linking short-term security concerns with longer-term questions of
justice.

This distinction is relevant to the Dutch municipal context because it provides a
framework that addresses the limitations of the securitisation logic as described
earlier. While security-driven approaches often focus on maintaining ‘negative peace’
through policing and surveillance, they frequently overlook the structural violence—
such as inequality and poverty—that often underlies local tensions. As Pavoni and
Tulumello (2020) warn, a focus on strict security measures can backfire. By only
focusing on visible disorder, authorities risk increasing feelings of exclusion that
cause insecurity in the first place. This means that for a Dutch municipality, managing
conflict alone is not enough. Through Galtung's lens, peace is not an order to be
enforced but a social condition to be built. This is already reflected in the Dutch
context; for example, the Hague Charter on Municipal Peace® states that peace is “much
more than the absence of war” (VNG, 2006). For local policy, this means that
addressing social foundations is not secondary to security but a requirement for it. In
this sense, Galtung’s theory justifies a move away from reactive crisis management
toward a proactive focus on the social structures where lasting peace can actually
take root.

2.3. Peace as a Non-Linear Process

Shifting the focus toward these underlying social conditions means that
peacebuilding can no longer be viewed as a project with a fixed end-state. Thania
Paffenholz (2021) addresses this directly by proposing a fundamental
reconceptualisation of peacebuilding. While conventional approaches, such as ‘liberal
peacebuilding’, treat peace as a linear process with a stable endpoint, Paffenholz
argues for ‘perpetual peacebuilding’: an approach that understands peace as an ever-
evolving, dynamic, and non-linear process.

Central to Paffenholz's framework is the idea that peacebuilding involves “continuous
negotiations and re-negotiations of the social and political contract of a society and
polity” (2021, p. 368). In other words, peace is not a destination to be arrived at but is
understood as a perpetual “process of becoming,” in which striving towards a
“subjective and utopian peace” is the closest thing to achieving peace (Paffenholz,
2021, p. 368). This reframing has practical consequences for how peacebuilding is
organised. Paffenholz argues that it should no longer be divided into neat tracks or
phases but that it must be understood as a process taking place in “multiple spaces

3 The Hague Charter on Municipal Peace (Association of Netherlands Municipalities [VNG], 2006) was developed in collaboration
with United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) and reflects the United Nations' broader “Culture of Peace” agenda and
Sustainable Development Goal 16, which emphasizes that sustainable peace requires inclusive institutions and social justice
rather than just the absence of conflict. https://www.vng-
international.nl//sites/default/files/TheHagueCharteronMunicipalPeace.pdf

I
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simultaneously and in an array of formats, involving a wide range of actors”
(Paffenholz, 2021, p. 378). This reframing also changes what is expected of the people
and institutions involved in peacebuilding processes. Paffenholz argues that outside
actors—whether international organisations or local authorities—need to become
what she describes as “courageous, critical friends” (Paffenholz, 2021, p. 379). Their
role shifts from providing external solutions to offering subtle assistance, solidarity,
and flexible funding that supports local change agents in envisioning and building
their own society (Paffenholz, 2021, p. 379). In practice, however, this shift is not easy.
Paffenholz identifies four obstacles that prevent institutions from adapting: an
unwillingness to change, a failure to truly understand what sustaining peace requires,
funding structures that are too rigid, and, perhaps most simply, a lack of courage to
experiment with alternative peace-building ideas.

These obstacles are not only relevant to international peacebuilding, but they also
resonate closely with the Dutch municipal context. The perpetual peacebuilding
perspective is particularly relevant here, because municipal peace is by its nature an
ongoing process of managing tensions, resources, and relationships rather than a
problem with a neat solution. This shifts the focus from peace as an ‘end-state’ to
peace as a continuous practice. What municipalities can do is foster multiple,
simultaneous pathways toward it, such as community dialogues or youth programs,
that constantly adapt as circumstances change. In this sense, the municipality
becomes the primary site where the perpetual, everyday work of building a just and
peaceful society takes place. This approach ultimately moves the focus away from the
international industry of peacebuilding and foregrounds what Paffenholz herself calls
“communities facing conflict and the local and national actors that build their peace”
(2021, p. 380).

2.4.  The Local Turn and Everyday Peace

Paffenholz’s stance that peacebuilding belongs to local communities rather than
outside institutions connects naturally to a broader shift in the field: the so-called
‘local turn’. The local turn in peacebuilding offers a fundamental reorientation in how
groups and communities can conceive of and pursue ideas of peace. It moves away
from peacebuilding as a top-down, institution-led intervention towards one that
focuses on the everyday behaviours and practices that members of communities
themselves engage in. The goal, in other words, is not to impose a vision of peace
from above but to help construct it from within. In this sense, the local turn favours
positive peace—the creation of social cohesion, cooperation, and equality as outlined
by Johan Galtung (1969) and highlighted above—over negative peace, or the simple
absence of violence. Though the cessation of violence is an important step in
peacebuilding, the construction of peace at the municipal level in the Netherlands
must go far beyond it.

Top-down approaches to peacebuilding tend to rest on the logic of securitisation

outlined earlier in this chapter, and, as a result,produce a form of negative peace that
does little to strengthen social bonds that make communities resilient over time.

12
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Roger Mac Ginty sought to push beyond this static vision of peace by introducing the
concept of everyday peace, defined as “the routinised practices used by individuals
and collectives as they navigate their way through life in a deeply divided society”
(2014, p. 549). Everyday peace is a bottom-up model of agency that incorporates the
micro-behaviours and strategies that individuals use to navigate their lives and
manage potential conflict (Mac Ginty, 2014, p. 553). Active cooperation from
individuals within a community pushes the concept of everyday peace beyond one
that constructs only a negative peace, and into one that produces a peace that is
positive. Indeed, it is not political elites at a negotiating table who sustain peace in
this view, but individuals, in their neighbourhoods and daily encounters, continually
working it out.

This framing has immediate implications for the purposes of municipal-level peace in
the Netherlands. Though the Netherlands is not in active conflict, the country’s
citizens navigate social, political, and religious tensions every day. The social
polarisation described in this report is felt most strongly by individuals in the micro-
level encounters of their everyday lives: in neighbourhoods, schools, town centres
and parks. Municipal governments manage and shape the spaces where people meet
and conduct these daily interactions. They fund community initiatives, administer
local services, and structure the everyday environments in which people live
alongside one another. In this sense, the municipality is the level of government
closest to where peace is actually made, or lost.

In fact, Alexandra Abello-Colak and Jenny Pearce’s (2021) research in Medellin
(Colombia) shows that a disconnect between the state and citizens, the lives of whom
it is attempting to secure, can worsen levels of security locally when the state ignores
the everyday experiences of people in the community (pp. 1371-72). Though there is
a clear and definitive difference between the on-the-ground security context in
Medellin and any city of the Netherlands, the authors’ work demonstrates that the
municipal level is where this gap between top-down frameworks of securitisation and
the lived experience of locals is the most damaging. It also suggests that bottom-up
strategies contribute to bringing about a form of resilient local peace even when local
governments do not provide support or space, as in Medellin. A peace policy
implemented by the local government with the explicit inclusion of the everyday
practices of local people can produce a more effective and rugged form of local peace
than security frameworks alone. The Medellin case shows that bottom-up peace
practices, while resilient, would be most generative when local governance offers
them space. It is important for the Dutch context to remember that while local people
generate local peace through everyday practices, that peace is best positioned for
longevity when the local government recognises and supports them.

There is, however, an important caveat. The local must never be assumed to exist
naturally or be neutral. Mac Ginty (2016) points out that for outside actors, the local is
often imagined and shaped “to suit particular narratives and policy aims” (p. 195), and
that limited access to local people means that external actors’ vision of the local is

13
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often distinct from the experiences of local people. Lise Philipsen (2022) sharpens this
point, showing how peacebuilders’ selections of which version of the local they
empower is deliberate and can be considered a “technology of power” (p. 1944). By
empowering one version of the local, peacebuilders ensure that certain sectors of the
local community benefit while others lose out (Philipsen 2022, p. 1945). To avoid this
one-sided definition of the local, municipal governments must ensure they consult all
sections of local society on peace policy design.

Defining ‘the local’ is not a straightforward task. However, for the purposes of the
Dutch context, this report considers the local to refer to the community of people
who live in a municipality and believe that those who reside there should have the
right and expectation to be included in what is constructed in its name. Taken
together, everyday peace and the local turn offer vital frameworks for thinking about
a municipal peace policy. They make clear that local peace cannot be imposed from
above; it can only be constructed through ongoing dialogue between local
governments and all sectors of local society. Positive peace does more than stop
violence; it aims to build cooperation and equality into the fabric of local life. Local
municipalities must play their part in creating the conditions where everyday peace
practices, acts, and micro-behaviours can emerge and be cultivated.

2.5. Towards a Theoretical Foundation for Municipal Peace

The four themes discussed in this chapter—the critique of securitisation, the
distinction between negative and positive peace, perpetual peacebuilding and the
local turn—each offer a different lens through which to understand what peace at the
municipal level might require. Together, they point in a consistent direction: away
from security-driven, top-down responses to visible and invisible conflict, and toward
a more proactive, gradual and inclusive understanding of what it takes to build and
sustain peace over time. As mentioned before, while these frameworks were
developed largely in response to armed conflict and post-war reconstruction, their
core insights translate to the Dutch context in a meaningful way. The tensions that
municipalities in the Netherlands face may not always involve overt violence, but they
are real and they are structural. Addressing these tensions requires more than
managing disorder solely when it surfaces. It also requires attending to the slower,
less visible processes that make escalation less likely in the first place, such as
building trust, fostering inclusion and strengthening the social fabric over time. It is
with this theoretical foundation in mind that the report now turns to what is actually
happening on the ground.

14
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3. Local Peace Work in Practice

Research Findings and Analysis

The following findings are collected from interviews conducted with civil servants and
practitioners working across a range of Dutch municipalities, including Amsterdam,
Alkmaar, Utrecht, and The Hague. It also includes opinions and remarks from
interviewees active in peacebuilding internationally, whose perspectives offered a
broader comparative frame of reference. Both sets of interviewees were active in
policy areas relating to social cohesion, community engagement, public safety, and
the prevention of radicalisation and polarisation.

These findings are structured across four key analytic categories—who, what, where,
and when—to provide a clear and systematised account of how local peace work is
done in the Netherlands. In practice, these categories are overlapping and
intertwined; the actors engaged in peace work can rarely be separated from what
they are doing. But this framework is intended to enhance accessibility to the findings
and more clearly highlight the strengths and weaknesses of contemporary municipal
peace efforts. By examining how local authorities interact with local communities, the
report attempts to clarify a complex field of activity in which formal policy
frameworks intersect with everyday practices on the ground. In doing so, it seeks to
offer insights into which kinds of local-level peace practices contribute to a durable
and meaningful social peace and what municipalities might do not only to respond to
tension when it erupts but to cultivate the social conditions that make escalation less
likely in the first place. These findings are based on views of the interviewees.

It is important to qualify the use of the term ‘peace’ in this report. Interviewees for
this study repeatedly rejected peace as a term to be applied to local government
actions. For some, peace was too grand and abstract a term to be actionable at street
level, while others noted that peace work is often already carried out under a
multitude of associated labels, such as conflict resolution. Still others said that
mentioning peace naturally led local people to think of its opposite: war. Broadly put,
interviewees felt that the use of ‘peace’ was not appropriate for the Dutch context.

Despite those concerns, this report retains the use of ‘peace’ as a framing concept
throughout. Many conceptual terms that interviewees offered as alternatives to
peace and peacebuilding are endpoints that municipal governments hope to reach
through policy application. By contrast, peace is often an imperfect process and a set
of questions about how communities live side-by-side, adapt their behaviours to avoid
conflict, and contend with the local repercussions of far-off conflicts. Much of the
productive and influential theorisation on peace has been developed in the Global
South and in post-conflict settings. While the Netherlands is not a post-conflict
society, this report sets off from the belief that building durable communities must be
done intentionally. Thus, we have opted to retain the use of peace and draw directly
from academic work on conflicts and peacebuilding.
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3.1. The ‘Who’: Actors of Local Peace Work

Paffenholz (2021) argues that peacebuilding should involve a “wide range of actors”
(p. 378). In Dutch cities, multiple actors work on peace-related issues and the
reduction of tension, such as the municipality, key figures, and societal organisations.
This first section gives a broad overview of who is doing peace work and who is
missing in these efforts. The section aims to explain the relevance of all actors in
peace-related work and the constraints they face.

3.1.1.  Civil Servants across Domains

Within municipalities, a wide range of people, teams, and domains contribute to
fostering peace in the city. Their work covers areas including security, radicalisation,
extremism and polarisation, as well as social cohesion, diversity, and inclusion. In
several municipalities, there are efforts to bridge these domains to create a more
holistic approach within the municipality.

In Utrecht, cross-domain collaboration is structurally embedded through large
programmes such as Utrecht Zijn We Samen (UZWS) and the Utrechtse Online Coalition
(UOC), which explicitly bridge the security and social domains. Interviewees within the
municipalities indicated that working together within these frameworks helps to
normalise cross-domain cooperation, making it easier for actors to find each other
and collaborate in other contexts as well. “Everyone is used to there being a joint
effort,” one interviewee remarked.

In The Hague, cooperation is framed in terms of bridging the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ security
teams, particularly in preventative work. In Alkmaar, cross-domain collaboration is
encouraged by the mayor. According to her, combining perspectives and expertise
strengthens both the process and the outcomes. Civil servants from Alkmaar spoke
very positively about this approach and recommended it for other municipalities.

While the efforts within municipalities to bridge domains working on peace-related
issues are there, according to some interviewees, the cooperation is frequently
dependent on individual initiative rather than embedded organisational structures.
Civil servants who recognise the value of cross-domain collaboration act as informal
connectors, yet this makes cooperation vulnerable to personnel changes and uneven
across municipalities.

3.1.2.  Key Figures as Community Intermediaries

Municipalities and civil servants are important in peace-related work. However, as
already suggested, it is important to move away from a top-down, institution-led
approach towards one that includes practices that members of communities engage
in. The concept of the local turn makes this clear: a vision of peace should not be
imposed, but communities should help to construct it (Philipsen 2022; Mac Ginty,
2016; Galtung, 1969). By including key figures—individuals who serve as bridges
between the municipality and specific communities—and societal organisations,
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municipalities can move towards positive peace interventions built from the bottom
up, which stimulate social cohesion, cooperation, and equality. Key figures are of
importance in peace-related matters because they function as intermediaries,
relaying information to municipalities and contributing to de-escalation from within
their communities. These key figures can include religious leaders (The Hague and
Alkmaar), youth workers (UZWS) or neighbourhood-based actors (buurtouders
Amsterdam).

For key figure networks to be genuinely effective, multiple interviewees suggest that
they must be sufficiently diverse, and crucially, perceived as independent from ‘hard’
security actors such as the police. Interviewees noted that the involvement of police
or other enforcement actors, even where operationally logical, carries a significant
risk of deterring the very communities whose trust is most needed. As one
interviewee put it: “As soon as the word ‘police’ is mentioned, there are already a
number of people who say: ‘Well, then you shouldn't count on me, because | don't
feel like sitting at the table with the police.”

3.1.3.  Societal Organisations as Partners

Another way to include local communities in municipal peace work lies in cooperation
with societal organisations. Societal organisations are already involved in local peace
work and are embedded in neighbourhoods, engaging directly with residents.
Agreeing with literature on the local turn (Philipsen 2022; Mac Ginty, 2016; Galtung,
1969), multiple interviewees recognised that municipalities alone cannot achieve a
peaceful society and that they must share responsibility with other organisations.

In the collaboration between the municipality and societal organisation, the
municipality primarily adopts a facilitating role, offering subsidies or commissioned
work for projects aimed at strengthening social cohesion. In Alkmaar, this facilitating
role is further reinforced by an explicit commitment to inclusivity; peace-oriented
organisations are actively supported in developing creative initiatives. One
practitioner in Alkmaar mentioned that the explicit commitment to inclusivity from
the municipality provides encouragement and support for the work peace
organisations are doing. In Utrecht, a practitioner emphasised the importance of
stable relationships with municipal counterparts, such as having a fixed contact
person who regularly attends meetings, which helps to ensure continuity, mutual
recognition, and efficient communication.

At the same time, interviewees revealed that collaboration is not without its
challenges. One recurring tension is the role of societal organisations. Municipalities
may expect organisations to contribute to crisis response or policy goals beyond their
core mission, which is often more focused on providing social cohesion during
peaceful times. A similar recurring issue concerns differing expectations:
municipalities may seek to use initiatives primarily as a tool for gathering input, while
the organisation expects tangible outcomes from this input. This highlights the
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importance of reciprocity in collaboration; when input is gathered, it is essential that
municipalities act on it in a visible and timely manner.

3.1.4.  Who is Missing: The Participation Gap

Despite the involvement of civil servants, key figures, and societal organisations, an
important group is often underrepresented in municipal peace work: less visible or
marginalised residents. Philipsen (2022) warns how the selection of ‘the local’ ensures
that certain parts of the local community benefit while others lose out. Participatory
processes often favour those with the time, resources, and skills to engage, thus
reproducing existing inequalities.

Interviewees did not deny that a small group of already active and vocal citizens were
those most usually consulted with by municipalities. While municipalities may
encounter less visible or marginalised groups in informal settings, interviewees note
that they are often absent from formal participation processes such as consultations
or information evenings held by the municipality. This points to a gap between who is
reached in everyday interactions and who participates in institutionalised forms of
engagement. Interviewees describe how this unequal participation can reinforce itself
over time: when people feel that their voices do not matter, they are less likely to
engage in civic processes, including voting in local elections. This reduces their
political visibility and influence, which in turn strengthens feelings of powerlessness.
In this way, a cycle of disengagement emerges in which limited participation leads to
weaker representation, further reinforcing the sense of not being seen and/or heard.

This dynamic can be better understood through Galtung's concept of structural
violence. When certain groups are systematically excluded from decision-making
processes, whether intentionally or not, their ability to influence their own social and
political conditions becomes very limited. Unequal participation is therefore not only
a democratic issue, but it also reflects deeper structural inequalities that challenge
conditions for, for example, social cohesion or what Galtung describes as positive
peace.

The current networks of actors involved in municipal peace work—while extensive—
remain incomplete. The absence of these less visible groups limits the
representativeness of local networks and risks reinforcing the very inequalities and
tensions that peace-oriented policies aim to address.
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3.2. The ‘What’: Local Peacebuilding Practices

The previous section has outlined the actors involved in local peace work, featuring
civil servants, key figures, and societal organisations. This section turns to a different
question: what are these actors actually doing? It presents a range of practices
encountered in the research. Rather than mere reactive responses to isolated crises,
these practices together show a substantive attempt at relational, deliberative, and
preventive work. Each reflects a different dimension of what local peace work looks
like on the ground, and together they reveal the breadth of what municipalities are
already doing to relieve societal tensions.

3.2.1.  Networks: Proactive Relationship Building

The most foundational practice identified across municipalities is one that is, by
design, done before a crisis: the deliberate building and maintenance of relationships
before they are needed. Across all municipalities studied, interviewees consistently
pointed to this proactive approach as the basis for a well-connected network, one
that can be mobilised and draw on existing relations when tensions rise. As one civil
servant aptly put it, “You must find each other in times of peace.” This is not just a
nice line; it is the starting point of concrete working practices. By maintaining regular,
informal contact with community leaders, religious organisations, youth workers, and
neighbourhood networks during periods of relative calm, the relational infrastructure
is already in place when tensions do rise. Several concrete forms of this practice were
identified. In The Hague, civil servants maintain warm, informal contact with religious
institutions through regular coffee meetings. These meetings do not serve as formal
consultations, but rather as a means of keeping relationships alive during quieter
periods, signalling institutional presence and attention without the pressure of a
looming crisis.

In Amsterdam, the Draaiboek Vrede (Peace Playbook) provides a more formalised
expression of a similar logic. The instrument was developed in the aftermath of the
2004 murder of the filmmaker Theo van Gogh in Amsterdam-East—an ideologically
motivated killing that shocked many and triggered friction between communities—
and was born out of the realisation that those responsible for keeping the peace
lacked an adequate picture of what was happening in the city. When the mayor
activates Draaiboek Vrede during periods of rising tension, civil servants across the
city’'s districts immediately connect with their networks to gather information on what
is causing friction and where sentiments are running high. The instrument is explicitly
designed to capture these signals before they escalate into public disorder,
functioning as an early-warning system rooted in human intelligence rather than
formal surveillance. Its effectiveness, as interviewees noted, depends entirely on the
depth and embeddedness of those prior relationships. This is confirmed by its track
record in Amsterdam-East, where the long-standing presence of social work
organisations has produced a network with both reach and legitimacy, making the
information it generates richer and more reliable. Alongside its informational value,
Draaiboek Vrede also carries a symbolic function: its activation publicly signals to
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residents that the municipality is alert and taking the situation seriously, itself a
gesture of institutional responsiveness.

Although operating on a considerably smaller scale, the Bondgenoten (Partners)
network in Utrecht shows a comparable structure. The development of this network
was initiated by the police, and it is a broad collaboration between the police, the
municipality, and key figures from local communities, aimed at decreasing and
preventing societal tensions (Van der Wal & Adang, 2022). Through this network,
social workers and civilians serve as intermediaries between residents and local
government, gathering and relaying the perspectives of different community groups.
Interviewees expressed a desire to expand the Bondgenoten network, reflecting a
broader ambition to make this kind of sustained community listening a more
structural part of municipal practice. What these practices share is not just a
technique but an orientation: networks, whether informal like the coffee meetings in
The Hague or more formalised like Draaiboek Vrede, are only as strong as the
relationships that sustain them. Investing in those relationships during quieter times
is what makes them meaningful when it matters.

3.2.2.  Structured Dialogue

When the relationships built through proactive network maintenance are called upon
in moments of heightened tension, they can be translated into a more deliberate
form of practice: structured dialogue. In several municipalities, structured dialogue
has emerged as a distinct instrument that brings together communities across lines
of difference with the explicit aim of creating mutual understanding, reducing
tensions, and sustaining the relationships that underpin social cohesion.

A useful theoretical entry point here is Allport’s (1954) Intergroup Contact Theory,
which argues that prejudice and conflict between groups can be reduced through
direct and positive contact. This works most effectively when four conditions are met:
the groups have equal status within the contact situation, they share common goals,
their interaction is cooperative rather than competitive, and the contact is supported
by institutional authority and social norms. Structured dialogue, as practiced in the
municipalities studied, can be understood as a deliberate attempt to create these
conditions—designing a setting in which contact across different communities
becomes not just possible, but productive. Pettigrew and Tropp's (2006) later
research provides an important addition that not all conditions need to be perfectly
met for contact to generate positive outcomes. What matters most is the reduction of
intergroup anxiety and the development of trust and empathy, processes that take
time and cannot be produced by a single encounter. For municipalities, this means
that structured dialogue should not be approached as a one-off event that resolves a
tension and closes a chapter but as a recurring practice that builds a relational
foundation for peaceful coexistence over time. Paffenholz’'s concept of perpetual
peacebuilding deepens this, reconceptualising peace as a continuous process.
Structured dialogue, in this light, is one recurring pathway in an ongoing, non-linear
process of strengthening social cohesion.
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The clearest illustration of this practice is Alkmaar's vredesgesprekken (peace
dialogues), convened in the immediate aftermath of the Hamas attacks of 7 October
2023 and the subsequent war in Gaza. On the initiative of the mayor, religious leaders
from across Alkmaar's faith communities—including Christian representatives,
imams, and members of the local Jewish community—were brought together in a
deliberate attempt to prevent the fracturing of local relationships under the pressure
of an international conflict. The conversations were, by the interviewees' own
account, difficult. Emotions ran high, particularly in the early sessions. Yet the process
of working through a deeply charged situation together generated relational value
that outlasted the immediate crisis: participants built personal ties that extended
beyond the formal dialogue setting, and the municipality itself developed stronger
collaborative working relationships between its security and inclusivity domains as a
result. One striking observation from the dialogues was that participants from the
Islamic and Jewish communities found themselves describing remarkably similar
experiences: the fear of displaying certain flags, the experience of hatred, and the
reluctance to show who they are in public. That two communities positioned as
opposites in global discourse shared these fears so closely was, for participants, one
of the more unexpected and meaningful outcomes of the process. This relates to
Pettigrew and Tropp's finding that sustained contact, even when initially tense, tends
to build rather than erode trust and illustrates that trust can emerge from the
discovery of a shared vulnerability rather than a shared opinion.

The vredesgesprekken also point to a broader question that emerged from the
interviews: under what conditions can structured dialogue actually work? In Alkmaar,
a strong emphasis is placed on the municipality’s role as an impartial convener that
holds space for all residents equally. This neutrality is understood not as an absence
of values, but as a precondition for legitimacy: the municipality can only bring divided
parties to the table if all of them trust that the table is genuinely shared. However,
municipalities must be explicit about their choice to remain in a neutral position and
explain that it is not a withdrawal from the debate but a commitment to prioritising
local relationships over alignment with any one political or geopolitical position. As
interviewees in Alkmaar acknowledged, this is a balance that is difficult to sustain,
particularly in a climate where global conflicts generate intense local pressure on
public institutions to take a visible position.

The data also suggest that the quality of structured dialogue varies considerably
depending on the conditions under which it is convened. Dialogue has been
employed in Alkmaar in other contexts as well, including conversations around the
history of slavery and the commemoration of Keti Koti (the abolition of slavery), with
mixed results. The depth of prior relationships, the degree of institutional support,
the framing of the conversation, and the skill of the facilitators all shape the quality of
the conversation. Dialogue, in other words, is not a fixed formula but a context-
dependent practice that requires ongoing investment and attention.
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3.2.3.  Prevention Through Education

A third strand of practice involves prevention and education, primarily directed at
young people. Municipalities invest in this area partly out of a recognition that
polarising attitudes and online radicalisation tend to take hold early, and that schools
and youth work organisations offer a relatively accessible point of intervention. As
one youth worker noted, we should “start to build peaceful attitudes from a young
age.” The aim is to engage young people before tensions have hardened into more
entrenched positions. In line with Paffenholz's (2021) argument that peace must be
cultivated across multiple pathways simultaneously, prevention and education
represent one such pathway; one that focuses on building social capacities over time
rather than managing tensions as they arise.

Practices across municipalities include school programmes, workshops on identity
and recognising radicalisation, and training sessions for youth workers on engaging
young people on polarising topics. An example is the Utrechtse Online Coalition,
launched in 2024, in which the municipality collaborates with a broad range of
partners—including youth work organisations, welfare organisations, the public
library, the police, schools, and Vreedzaam*—to address online polarisation,
radicalisation, and extremism. Partners work from a shared vision on concrete local
cases, with regular meetings for knowledge exchange and the testing of new
approaches. The Coalition has been highlighted by the Nationaal Coérdinator
Terrorismebestrijding en Veiligheid (NCTV, n.d.) as a source of inspiration for other
municipalities, valued in particular for its integration of the social, educational, care,
and security domains within a single collaborative framework. This represents a
concrete municipal attempt to get a grip on the online world, a domain that many
interviewees described as difficult to reach and harder still to influence.

Such preventive programmes share a common orientation: aiming to build capacities
and social skills before problems emerge. A recurring challenge in the educational
programmes is that schools are sometimes reluctant to participate, either due to
limited capacity for extracurricular programmes or discomfort with themes related to
radicalisation and extremism. Some municipalities have responded by reframing the
same content under less charged headings, and interviewees generally reported that
this pragmatic adjustment was enough to secure participation.

4 Vreedzaam is an organisation aiming to strengthen social cohesion and safety in neighborhoods
and schools by training local residents and professionals to resolve conflicts, foster community
connections, and prevent radicalization. https://stichtingvreedzaam.nl/
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3.3.  The ‘Where’: Sites of Local Peacebuilding

This report has so far explained ‘the who' of peacework by mapping the actors
involved in carrying it out and ‘the what' of peacework by explaining the means by
which it is done. Now, it will turn to the terrain where peace is built. Three specific
settings are examined in turn: the physical world of the public space, the online world
that is largely unseen but is hugely significant, and the global scale at which local
peace work is increasingly shaped. These settings stand in contrast to one another
but cannot be separated. While public space is bounded and tangible, the online
world is borderless. And while residents live their lives locally, daily life is influenced
by global issues. What's more, the overlap between them is opaque: the online world
often reaches into offline encounters, and global issues make a difference to some,
but not all, local communities. As a result, these peacebuilding ‘levels’ or ‘scales’ are
difficult to disaggregate.

3.3.1.  Public Space and Visibility

Public space is not the backdrop for peace work but an instrument of it. The events
that municipalities support taking place within public spaces and in public view offer a
clear statement to local people about whose presence is recognised—and who then
feel recognised—in the city. The use of civic space for certain communities extends a
recognition to communities that otherwise might be on the margins of public life.

The public Hanukkah celebration held in the centre of Alkmaar and livestreamed by
the municipality is one example. As one municipal interviewee said, Alkmaar’s Jewish
community has often felt the need to be less visible. This was an effort to counter
that feeling and to state clearly the inclusion of the Jewish community in the city’s civic
life. Mac Ginty (2014) explains that communities commonly make use of “avoidance
strategies” that lower their visibility in an attempt to ward off conflict. In this sense,
Alkmaar went beyond avoidance toward a form of peace that is publicly enacted and
recognised rather than maintained on the sidelines.

The Hague offered a different understanding of the spatial dimension of
peacebuilding in public life. The Hague's inclusivity and spatial planning teams
collaborate to ensure women'’s safety and to design public spaces that are inclusive
from the start. Here, peace work operates through the everyday architecture of the
city, ensuring that all groups feel safe to walk through all areas of the city at all times.
In doing so, authorities in The Hague make clear that free movement through the
local area is itself a condition of peaceful coexistence, not just a benefit for certain
people.

An additional element of visibility is the places where the municipality is seen to go, to
work, and to listen to local people. An international interviewee explained how
Toronto's SafeTO initiative takes the city’s consultations out of municipal buildings
and into the spaces where particular communities are, including a mosque after
prayers, homeless encampments, and even correctional facilities. In doing this, the
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city authorities state their desire to include these groups in the construction of a
greater city peace plan.

But there is also a less easily seen side to peace work. Indeed, much of the relational
work that holds local peace efforts together happens deliberately outside public view.
These are the quiet coffee meetings between civil servants and religious leaders, or
the vredesgesprekken efforts that take place behind closed doors in Alkmaar. Similarly,
the preventative work of Draaiboek Vrede in Amsterdam East is done in privacy. The
privacy of these encounters is a large part of their effectiveness, and, as several
interviewees noted, these quieter moments away from the public eye are a powerful
part of local peacebuilding.

3.3.2. The Online World

As the online world takes up more space in people’s lives, it is an environment in
which local trust is increasingly produced and/or eroded. Multiple interviewees
described the online world as a relatively new domain but one that heavily influences
pressures on democratic life through the spread of mis- and disinformation, through
confirming biases and hardening beliefs, and through the promotion of new forms of
extremism. However, interviewees made clear that municipal authorities must
engage with local people on this new terrain; while online chatter may help shape
local life, local people also shape online discourse.

The most explicit articulation among the municipalities that were interviewed in this
report is Alkkmaar's Handboek Online Orde®, which states that the offline and online
worlds are now fully intertwined. In this view, the behaviour of citizens online falls
within public order and thus under the responsibility of local authorities. The framing
of authorities’ role in good order online was echoed in international interviews,
including that with Digital Peace, an organisation dedicated to online peacebuilding,
which stated that “the digital sphere is not just a channel; it is a social and political
environment in its own right.”

The online peacebuilding framework set out by Digital Peace is useful for examining
what Dutch municipalities are and are not doing in terms of online peacebuilding. The
organisation draws explicitly on Galtung’s notion of negative and positive, suggesting
that digital peacebuilding has three dimensions: digital security that must protect
from online harms like hate speech and harassment; structural digital peace that

5 The Handboek Online Orde (Gemeente Alkmaar & Centrum voor Criminaliteitspreventie en Veiligheid, 2025) was developed
in response to the wave of online hate directed at the municipality of Alkmaar following incidents during the Conference
League match between AZ and Legia Warszawa in October 2023, which exposed a critical gap in existing frameworks for
managing offline-triggered online public order disturbances. https://hetccv.nl/app/uploads/2025/11/Handboek-
%E2%80%980nline-Orde.pdf
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defines the underlying structure of the digital ecosystem, including who has access to
it; and cultural digital peace, which refers to the norms and values of online life.

Municipalities appear most actively engaged in structural digital peace. The Utrechtse
Online Coalition is one clear example of this. It brings together municipal authorities
and associated groups like youth work organisations, the police, the public library,
and the Vreedzaam initiative, providing a foundation to promote healthier digital
participation. In this sense, it stands apart from the Handboek Online Orde, which
positions the municipality as having responsibility over online behaviour.

In the cultural digital peace dimension, municipalities themselves appear absent.
Instead, the cultural aspect of the digital is largely educational and delivered through
school programmes and workshops on identity, disinformation, radicalisation and
similar topics. While these approaches are strong in offering local people online skills
like the ability to detect false information, they do not directly help build a type of
online emotional literacy that online peacebuilders state is important: recognising
when we are being provoked or understanding how attention is captured online. This
enables individuals in the online space to step away from disagreements that can
prepare the ground for deeper conflicts in the offline world.

3.3.3.  Global Forces Shaping Local Realities

Interviewees repeatedly emphasised that local peace work is influenced by events
that originate far beyond the municipality and outside the borders of the
Netherlands. There was a broad belief from within Dutch interviewees that
geopolitical events were a primary driver of local unrest. Municipalities have no ability
to manage the wars and international crises that produce local tensions, but they
have the responsibility to manage those social consequences. In this sense, the local
is where the global /ands.

This dynamic is best summed up by the concept of ‘glocalisation’ (Robertson, 1995):
global processes constantly encroach upon local life and are adapted to it, interacting
mutually. Mac Ginty (2016) makes a similar point when he asks what the local is,
noting that the local is never divorced from the global. His example of the local high
street’s international cafes and shops makes clear the global is already in the local.
For Dutch peace practitioners, this means that the peace work they carry out is
usually influenced by non-local forces.

Dutch municipal governments are therefore in an unusual role in that they cannot
directly influence this driver of local tension. Instead, they have proximity: they are
the level of government closest to the residents who feel the consequences of global
issues.
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3.4. The ‘When’: The Temporality of Local Peace Work

One of the less visible, but arguably most important, dimensions of local peace work
is its relationship to time. Peace work is not something that can be switched on when
tensions rise and switched off when they fade. Instead, it is shaped by budget cycles,
political pressure and media attention, which tend to reward visible, short-term
responses rather than slow and continuous prevention. This section looks at the
temporal dimension of local peace work: how it unfolds over time, what it needs in
order to be sustained and what happens when that sustained commitment is
missing.

3.4.1.  Proactive versus Reactive

Across the interviews, one message comes back consistently: relationships need to be
built and maintained before a crisis occurs. This represents a clear shift away from
reactive firefighting towards structural, long-term prevention and reflects a broader
recognition that forging connections under pressure is rarely successful. In
Amsterdam, for example, civil servants initiated a round of visits to mosques in
Amsterdam-East after the election win of the PVV in 2023. These informal check-ins
served both as a means of gathering information and as a signal of municipal
presence and care. In The Hague, a similar approach exists where civil servants
maintain warm, informal contact with religious institutions through regular coffee
meetings that serve less as formal consultations than as a means of keeping
relationships alive during quieter periods.

At its core, this is about the temporality of trust. As the practices described in the
‘what' section illustrate, the networks, dialogues, and preventive programmes that
municipalities rely on in moments of crisis are only effective because they already
exist. They were built during periods without crisis. The key point here is not the
practices themselves per se, but more so what they tell us about time: that the
moment of crisis and the moment of preparation are structurally separate and, more
importantly, that investing in the latter is what makes the former more navigable.

This connects directly to Galtung's (1969) distinction between negative and positive
peace. Reactive crisis management focuses on negative peace, containing visible
disorder such as direct violence and conflict. But what the proactive practices
described in the ‘who’ and ‘what’ sections are building toward is closer to positive
peace: the underlying social conditions and relational infrastructure that make
disorder structurally less likely in the first place. The challenge, as Galtung himself
implies, is that positive peace is much harder to see. And what is hard to see is,
almost inevitably, difficult to fund and challenging to sustain politically.

3.4.2.  Peace as a Perpetual Process

If proactive investment is necessary, it is also, by definition, never finished. This is the
core insight of Paffenholz’s (2021) concept of perpetual peacebuilding, as introduced
earlier in this report: peace is not a destination to be arrived at but an ongoing
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process of continuous negotiation and re-negotiation, without a fixed endpoint.
Perpetual peacebuilding therefore needs sustained institutional commitment—it is
not a one-time effort but a continuous one. The interviews, however, reveal how
difficult it is in practice to achieve this kind of continuity within municipalities.

One obstacle to continuity is the fragility of person-dependent work. In several
municipalities, cross-domain cooperation and network maintenance turn out to rest
largely on the shoulders of individual civil servants who personally see the value of
this work and make it happen. Not primarily because they are required to do so, but
because they choose to. This forms a rather fragile foundation for peace work. When
those people move on, whether through job changes, restructuring, or resignation,
the relationships they built tend to go with them. In this sense, the network belongs
to the person, not the institution. Utrecht's fixed-contact-person model, in which a
named municipal counterpart regularly attends meetings of partner organisations,
represents a small but meaningful attempt to build continuity into the structure
rather than leaving it to chance. But it remains the exception rather than the rule. If
peacebuilding is genuinely perpetual, it cannot depend on the continuity of specific
individuals. It has to be embedded in structures that outlast them. In smaller
municipalities, where diversity and inclusion work is sometimes the responsibility of a
single person or a fraction of one person’s job, this vulnerability is especially acute.

Another is the way funding is distributed. As already mentioned earlier, resources
tend to go where problems are already visible (neighbourhoods in tension,
communities in conflict), leaving quieter areas comparatively underserved, even when
underlying tensions are quietly building beneath the surface. This creates a structural
bias toward negative peace: resources address direct, visible violence when it
surfaces, rather than investing in the structural conditions of, for example, equality,
trust, and inclusion, whose absence Galtung would identify as violence in its own
right. In practice, this means that peace work cannot simply be paused. As
Paffenholz’'s work suggests, it depends on continuity. When investments stop or are
not present at all, progress does not simply hold in place. Relationships that are not
maintained weaken, and trust that is not reinforced erodes. The absence of funding
and sustained effort leads to a gradual decline rather than stability. Peace work, in
that sense, is not something you can pick up again where you left off.

The continuity required is not only across months and years but also across
generations. Section 3.2.3 has already shown what such a longer horizon looks like in
practice through youth-focused prevention programmes that aim to build peaceful
attitudes before tensions take hold. What remains to be looked at is the inverse of
that picture: not what sustained peace work builds over time, but what unfolds when
it is not done.

3.4.3.  The Cumulative Erosion: Disengagement, Distrust, and Polarisation

Just as peace work builds over time, so does its absence. The participation gap
described in section 3.1.4 is not only a democratic problem but also a temporal one.
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Interviewees tend to link this participation gap, or experiences of exclusion and
limited influence, to a broader decline in trust in the government. When people
perceive that their input does not matter, this can gradually translate into the belief
that government institutions do not see, hear, or act in their interest. Interviewees
noted that this distrust is often not directed at a single institution but at ‘the
government’ more broadly. As a result, municipalities frequently become the focal
point of frustration, even when underlying issues originate at the national level. One
of the interviewees illustrated how events such as the toeslagenaffaire (known in
English as the Dutch childcare benefits scandal) or the handling of gas extraction in
Groningen have had long-lasting effects on local trust relations, even though
municipalities were not directly responsible. These dynamics contribute to a more
diffuse and generalised form of distrust that is difficult for municipalities to address
locally.

This indicates that municipalities can be directly confronted with the local
consequences of national policies. This is particularly visible in areas such as asylum
and migration, where municipalities must implement decisions that may not align
with local dynamics or public sentiment, placing them between two opposing
pressures: they face resistance from residents yet have limited room to adjust
national policy outcomes to local settings. This is further complicated by the fact that
local and national politics do not always align—as illustrated by the launch of the
Haags Plan tegen Moslimdiscriminatie (The Hague's Plan Against Muslim
Discrimination), which was contested nationally by Geert Wilders while local
authorities in The Hague maintained their course. Such situations illustrate how
municipalities may pursue policies that reflect local needs but are contested at the
national level.

At the same time, financial dependency on the national government adds another
layer of uncertainty, especially when national priorities shift away from local needs,
causing funding to be reduced or redirected and threatening the continuity of local
programmes. Moreover, when funding is tied to national priorities, municipalities
may feel pressured to align their policies accordingly, even if these do not fully match
local realities. Such dynamics may further blur responsibility and reinforce the
perception that local governments are unable to adequately respond to citizens'
concerns.

This creates a structural tension in the role of municipalities. They are expected to be
the most accessible and responsive level of government, yet have limited control over
many of the issues that shape public dissatisfaction. When residents express
frustration about broader policies while expecting immediate local solutions, for
instance at public meetings, unmet expectations can deepen disappointment and
distrust on both sides. This distrust is shaped not only by policy outcomes, but also by
how government is experienced in everyday life: perceived distance between
institutions and citizens, unclear communication channels, and limited visibility of
what happens with citizen input all contribute. Expectation management is therefore
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crucial; realism and transparency about limitations can help build more realistic and
stable relationships between municipalities and residents.

Importantly, interviewees stressed that distrust not only affects the relationship
between citizens and government, but also shapes how citizens relate to one
another. As trust in institutions and shared sources of information weakens, it gets
harder to find common ground within the public debate. This can make it more
difficult for people to engage across differences, increasing polarisation between
groups in society. Interviewees emphasised that polarisation is not inherently
problematic, as differences in opinions can be productive and are part of democratic
debate; these differences keep people sharp and bring dissatisfactions to the
foreground. However, multiple interviewees pointed out that polarisation becomes
more concerning when it shifts from disagreements about opinions to divisions
based on identity, which can increase hostility between communities.

The link with distrust is crucial here. As trust in institutions declines, shared sources
of authority and information lose their binding function. This makes it easier for
disagreements to harden into social divisions. At the same time, these developments
are reinforced by the role of online platforms, as discussed in the ‘where’ section.
Social media environments tend to amplify existing views and limit exposure to
alternative perspectives, contributing to confirmation bias and making dialogue
across differences more difficult. Polarisation, therefore, is not only about diverging
opinions, but also about broader shifts in how trust is shaped and distributed. Both
between citizens and institutions, as well as among citizens themselves.
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3.5. Looking Across the Findings

Taken together, these findings show that while local peace work in Dutch
municipalities is, at its best, relational, preventive, and continuous, it has not yet been
consolidated as such. Across Dutch municipalities, the most meaningful efforts are
not those that respond directly to crisis but those that quietly and persistently build
the conditions that make crisis less likely: strong relationships, sustained dialogue,
and long-term investment in local communities. Across the interviews, peacebuilding
emerges less as a clearly defined policy field and more as an ongoing practice
embedded in already existing governance.

These efforts remain structurally fragile. Many initiatives depend on individual civil
servants, temporary funding, and informal networks. Current participatory processes
tend to reach residents who are already engaged, leaving more marginalised
residents outside the conversations that shape local policy. Additionally,
municipalities are increasingly confronted with tensions shaped by national politics,
online dynamics, and global conflicts over which they have limited control. Despite
this, municipalities are expected to manage the local consequences.

The findings suggest that peace work is already present within municipal
governments. The question is therefore not whether Dutch municipalities are doing
it—many already are. The question is whether these efforts can be brought together
under a single peace policy that names, connects and sustains them.

30



Building Peace Locally

4.  Conclusion

This report set out to examine whether Dutch municipalities are doing something
that might meaningfully be called peace work and, if so, what that work looks like,
who carries it out, and under what conditions it is sustained. The answer that
emerges from the research is qualified. Something resembling peace work is already
taking place, for instance, in relationship-building practices of civil servants, the
dialogue initiatives, the prevention programmes targeting young people, and efforts
to bridge security and social domains within municipalities. Yet, this work often
remains fragmented, person-dependent, and is rarely recognised as peace work,
even by those doing it. The result is not an absence of peace work, but an absence of
peace policy: a coherent, intentional, and institutionally embedded framework that
names, supports, and sustains what is already happening on the ground.

The findings, organised around the questions of who, what, where, and when peace
work is done, are not four separate dimensions but interconnected ones. Civil
servants across domains, key figures embedded in communities, and societal
organisations together form a network engaged in the everyday work of managing
and preventing social tensions. Yet this network is uneven; it tends to reach the
people who are already engaged, leaving more marginalised residents
underrepresented. The practices that those actors employ, such as proactive
relationship-building, structured dialogue, and prevention and education, are shaped
by the spaces in which they take place, whether in public squares, closed dialogue
rooms, or online environments. They are also informed by their timing: whether they
happen before tensions rise or only in response to them. These dimensions reinforce
one another. A well-maintained network makes structured dialogue possible, and
early investments in relationships determine whether crisis response is meaningful.
Their impact is nonetheless limited by short funding cycles, reactive spending
patterns, and a governance logic that continues to reward crisis response over
prevention. As Paffenholz (2021) argues, peace work is a long-term process that
cannot be switched on in moments of rising tension and switched off when calm
returns; if relationships are not maintained, they weaken. And if trust is not
reinforced, it will erode. Making this work sustainable thus requires institutional
commitment that outlasts individual civil servants and survives shifts in political
priority.

The online world adds another layer of complexity. It has become a domain in which
local trust is both produced and eroded, and municipal responses have mostly
focused on education and prevention. But significant gaps remain, particularly in
cultivating a new kind of digital literacy; one that would equip residents to navigate
online provocation without entrenching polarisation further.

A striking finding of the report is that almost all interviewees rejected the term ‘peace’

as unworkable in a Dutch municipal context, claiming that it is too abstract, too grand,
and too easily associated with its opposite: war. And yet the same practitioners are
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working on peace every day, under other names and in other frames. This gap
between practice and vocabulary is not merely semantic. As Mac Ginty (2016)
observes, the language institutions use shapes what they are able to see, fund, and
sustain. There is a case to be made that peace is less abstract than it appears: the
practices documented in this report are concrete, recognisable, and already in place.
The term ‘peace policy’ would not encompass a whole new set of activities, but would
provide a shared framework that makes those activities more distinct, coherent, and
fundable. However, for that to happen, the term itself would have to be actively
lobbied for—by civil society organisations and within municipalities—in order to build
a broader institutional recognition it currently lacks.

Taken together, the findings point toward a gap that is both practical and conceptual.
Municipalities in the Netherlands are equipped with security frameworks designed to
manage acute threats. What is less apparent is a complementary peace framework:
one that is proactive rather than reactive, relational rather than procedural, and
oriented toward the conditions of positive peace rather than the containment of
negative conflict. Building such a framework does not require starting from scratch. It
requires making visible, naming, and institutionally supporting the peace work that is
already taking place.

This report is best understood as an initial exploration of a field that remains
underdeveloped in the Dutch municipal context. The scope of the research was
necessarily limited: four municipalities, a relatively small number of interviews, and a
field in which systemic comparative data is largely absent. Much remains to be
examined. Further research into the practices of other municipalities, by mapping
what works, what does not, and what lessons can be drawn, would strengthen this
field. Municipalities seeking to implement peace practices should not have to reinvent
the wheel, and a more developed body of knowledge could help ensure they do not
have to. As societal unrest is unlikely to diminish in the near future, deepening the
conceptual and empirical understanding of what peace work at the local level looks
like is not only worthwhile but necessary.
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5.  Recommendations

This report has shown that peace work is already happening in Dutch municipalities,
but that it remains fragmented, under-resourced, and largely unnamed. The
recommendations below are an attempt to address that gap, offering concrete
directions for municipalities.

e Implement a peace policy. Local governments should bring together already
existing practices related to peace work in their municipality. The development of
such a peace policy will introduce peace as a more concrete, relevant,
implementable, and measurable concept. This way, peace becomes a more
prominent topic within Dutch political discourse.

e Fund peace work. Peacebuilding efforts require consistent financial resources
and time. Local governments can deliver the resilience that is a priority of the
national government. Therefore, funding municipalities in their peacebuilding
efforts should be a key consideration of the national government.

e Work on peace before tensions rise. Municipalities should invest in
peacebuilding practices before tensions arise. Peace work should not be reactive
but continuous—even during periods that appear stable or without conflict, i.e.,
‘peaceful'. It is important to build relationships and networks in advance so that
they can be mobilised more effectively during periods of rising tension.

e Facilitate structured dialogue. Municipalities should bring together
communities across lines of difference regularly, both when tensions are rising
and in times of rest. Trust builds gradually and cannot be produced by a single
encounter; therefore, time is needed. Positioning the municipality as an impartial
convener is essential, as this creates a neutral space for all communities involved.

e Focus on prevention. Focus on building ‘soft’ security strategies as a strong and
valuable alternative to ‘hard’ strategies. For instance, security enforcement actors
such as BOAs (Buitengewoon opsporingsambtenaar, or Special Investigating
Officers) could be more involved in preventive efforts. Their role could be to relay
signs of tension within neighbourhoods to municipalities.

e Include the local. Together with residents, municipal governments must define
who is included in ‘the local’, as well as what it needs and what it wants. Key
figures can be helpful in finding those answers.

e Reach underrepresented groups. Municipalities have to move beyond engaging
only the ‘usual suspects’ in participatory processes. While individuals who are
already engaged in community initiatives provide valuable input, municipalities
should also make a conscious effort to reach less visible or underrepresented

33



Building Peace Locally

groups. This includes those who are often excluded from formal participation
processes, including minority groups.

e Increase transparency. Citizens do not always know how their input is used.
Increasing transparency about decision-making processes and clearly
communicating how contributions are translated into action can help address this
issue. Municipalities should avoid creating a ‘one-way street’ in which information
is extracted without visible follow-up or impact.

e Strengthen cooperation between municipal domains. When portfolios and
responsibilities are less rigidly separated, there is more room for collaboration
and knowledge exchange, which can lead to more holistic approaches.
Municipalities can foster cooperation by creating shared physical workspaces that
encourage interaction between different roles (such as policy staff and
neighbourhood workers), organising collaboration around specific themes (as
seen in the Utrechtse Online Coalition), and encouraging leadership—particularly
from mayors—to actively promote cross-domain cooperation.

e Pursue opportunities for intermunicipal and international learning. The four
municipalities focused on in this report are not the only areas where local-level
peacebuilding is taking place. Nor is the Netherlands the only country working on
these issues. Driving intermunicipal and international learning exchanges would
help to circulate lessons and experience, enhancing the quality and cooperation
of municipal governments seeking improved peacebuilding within their own areas
of responsibility.
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