
After the first edition, at the Johns Hopkins 
School for Advanced Studies in Bologna in 
2019, the BPF 2020 has been a virtual event. 
The topic of the 2020 Forum was “Peacebuil-
ding after the pandemic. 2020-2030: Challen-
ges and opportunities of the next decade”. The 
Forum intended to reflect on issues impacting 
the future of peace and conflicts, looking 
beyond the analysis of the current emergency.
The event was organized in three sessions. The 
first dealt with the main crisis foretold of the 
next decade, exploring the relation between 
peacebuilding and climate change. Climate 
change can indirectly escalate the risk of 
conflict and peacebuilding has the capability to 
work on the linkages between environment, 
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The Bologna Peacebuilding Forum (BPF) is a framework 
for dialogue and exchange between scholars and practi-
tioners working on conflict resolution, peacebuilding, and 
development.

On May 19th 2020, AP organized the second Bologna 
Peacebuilding Forum (BPF), which took place online, 
due to the COVID-19 restrictions. The BPF gathered 
dozens of scholars and practitioners online, working in 
different sectors to discuss the changing relation 
between civil societies and political institutions in 
building peace.

AP is a non-profit association whose 
mission is to promote conditions that can 
enable the resolution of conflict, reduce 
violence, and contribute to a durable peace 
across Europe, its neighborhood, and the 
world. The overall vision of AP is that of a 
world where conflicts can be transfor-
med—through the research of solutions that 
are innovative, non-violent, and sustai-
nable—into opportunities to promote 
cooperation that is based on an open and 
honest confrontation.

fragility, and conflict. The second session 
explored how human mobility can impact, both 
positively and negatively, peace processes. This 
topic has a clear connection with the previous 
session and represents one of the main 
challenges of the next decade. Speakers 
reflected on the current restriction on mobility 
affecting the entire world, and its potential 
long-term impact on the phenomenon. 
Finally, the third session featured an exchange 
on the future of peacebuilding after the 
pandemic exploring the possible outcomes of 
the pandemic with new unexpected emergen-
cies but also with lessons to learn and with the 
introduction of new priorities in the world’s 
political agendas.
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   Amidst the deep crisis of the multilateral 
system, a political strategy for the future could 
be “plurilateral”, defending the institutions that 
are necessary, innovating them, and working 
with likeminded organizations like the EU, the 
AU, part of the UN.

   Debates over the notion of peace within 
humanitarian-development-peace nexus have 
been used to sort out its meaning.  In practice, it 
consists of joined methodologies for asses-
sment, planning programs and resources in 
advance of the crises, providing answers across 
the other concepts in relation to conflict sensiti-
vity, conflict analysis, design for rapid response, 
etc. It should also assure that civil societies are 
involved, and that human security is always the 
aim of the intervention.

     Italian peacebuilding presents itself as hybrid 
and multitrack. An absence of doctrine and 
theory emerges, in contrast with a certain abun-
dance of field experiences. 
This scenario also means that the discourse 
around peacebuilding is not politicized. On the 
one hand it could be positive because it is not 
highjacked, but on the other side, it means that 
there is not a substantial commitment from 
Italian political actors. 

  Peacebuilding should find new forms of 
aligment in collective actions. If populism gains 
terrain, peacebuilding is pushed back to a sort of 
“subversive” practice, connected to grassroots 
activism of civil society organizations, which 
Governments observe with skepticism. 

summary

   Climate change is a threat multiplier that 
exacerbates tensions and conflicts. The link 
between climate change and security is, in this 
sense, almost universally acknowledged to 
increasing migration and violence. This said, the 
specific effects of climate shocks on conflict can 
vary, and not always lead to the worst-case 
scenario. 

    The impacts of climate change on conflicts 
are complex and affect social, economic, and 
political dynamics. Furthermore, impacts have 
both a global and a local dimension. The climate 
action movement, for example, draws strength 
from its transnational nature, yet its success, in 
supporting peacebuilding rests on its ability to 
affect change at the community level. 

     When looking at the future of climate action, 
the COVID-19 pandemic surely represents a 
challenge, but it could also become an opportu-
nity. The crisis has already changed how the 
climate action movement works, but in ways 
that could make it more effective in the future. 
Similarly, the crisis could lead to opportunities 
for promoting peacebuilding and climate 
change policies in a more integrated manner. 
 
     The pandemic exacerbated socioeconomic 
inequalities and deeply affected migration and 
mobility. Furthermore, it generated the pheno-
menon of “Coronaracism”, which targeted Chine-
se communities in Europe and Italy. At the same 
time, along with important solidarity demonstra-
ted at the individual level among citizens, China’s 
diplomacy is working through the action of local 
communities abroad, trying to overcome the 
stigma of being the world’s infector.
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 Can peacebuilding contribute to prepare and respond to a crisis foretold? What is 
the expected impact of climate change on world conflicts in the next decade?

Roberta Dirosa (European External Action Service) was the first panelist to speak. Her 
first reference was to the effect that the pandemic has had on her work and the work of 
her colleagues, and she was quick to point out that while the COVID-19 crisis is certainly 
acting as a destabilizer and a threat multiplier in many regions and countries, in some 
situations it could, however, provide unexpected opportunities for mediation and 
peacebuilding. “The EU”, Dirosa said, “is actively seeking these opportunities” and is 
trying “to support in particular local actors to connect with other peacebuilding organi-
zations and using technology.”

Talking about the panel’s main topic, Dirosa highlighted that the EU has policies that 
recognize the link between climate and security, stressing, “the EU’s Green Deal reinfor-
ces the Paris Agreement and has ambitious goals.” The main way in which the EU is 
currently treating climate change is as a threat multiplier. This is because the evidence 
that climate change can exacerbate violent conflict is mounting, and because there is a 
need for global leadership. Lastly, Dirosa focused on the challenges that the EU still 
needs to overcome, including better coordination within and outside of the EU.  “I have 
a dream”, Dirosa concluded, “an EU that can bring all the different teams (climate, 
EEAS, disaster response, etc.) to work together.”

The second panelist was Vanessa Nakate, a young activist from Uganda, who spoke 
about the links between climate change and peacebuilding, and the role that youth can 
play. Nakate drew attention to the fact that the impacts of climate change are not only 
limited to the weather, but are keenly felt also in the social, economic and political sphe-
res: “climate change is the greatest threat to humanity now”, she said, “and in most 
cases only the most privileged survive.” Like Dirosa, Nakate also talked about how 
climate change can worsen pre-existing tensions. Climate change leads to greater 
migration and to more human trafficking. 

Nakate also cautioned against the narrative that climate change is a threat for the future. 
Referencing the situation around Lake Chad, where increased competition over water is 
fomenting social tensions, she noted how people “might think that this [violence] will 
come in the future, but let me tell you that there are communities experiencing this 
now.” Turning to her own country, Uganda, she added, “in my community people 
depend on agriculture, but if a climate disaster occurs and their crops are destroyed, 
they will lose their only source of food. If food prices go up, people will riot, and this will 
undermine peace. Without food you do not expect to have peace, you don’t expect 
people to be happy.” 

Closing the panel, Dr. Nina Hall (Professor at the Johns Hopkins School for Advanced 
International Studies) talked about the evolution of international climate activism, inclu-
ding during the pandemic. Dr. Hall agreed with the other speakers about how climate 
change is a threat multiplier, but cautioned against accepting that it will always lead to 
migration and conflict, as the evidence is far from conclusive.

Looking at the climate action movement, Dr. Hall emphasized how 2019 had 
been a “momentous year”, with worldwide protests channeled through and by 
the Fridays for Future events. Interestingly, the movement kept going even 
after the start of the pandemic: “When lockdowns took place, the protests 
moved online. [Protesters] organized a lot of webinars to educate themselves.” 
In this sense, the movement has shown not just growth, but also a good level 
of adaptability. Yet, its future success, according to Nina, depends on climate 
activists and how they will continue to build solidarities (between nations and 
generations) and whether they can generate new ideas. In this sense, the 
pandemic could be a hindrance, and lead to decline, but it could also represent 
an opportunity for the movement to adapt and outlast the crisis. 

SESSION 1

Heating up:
 peacebuilding

and climate
change
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SESSION 2

The
peace-

mobility
nexus

 How does human mobility affect peace and conflict dynamics? How will the current 
restrictions on mobility affect conflicts and peacebuilding in the next years?

The second panel consisted of a dialogue between Annalisa Camilli (journalist at Inter-
nazionale and author of several books on migrations) and Caterina Francesca Guidi 
(health and migrations expert and AP adviser), who analyzed the impact of the pande-
mics on migrations.

Stemming from World Banks reports, Dr. Guidi observed that the pandemic exacerba-
ted socioeconomic inequalities, including those of migrants, and will affect their coun-
tries of destination and origin. In her analysis, she distinguished between various kinds of 
migrants. First, international students: a Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) survey revealed 
that COVID19 undermined around 50% of international students’ plans and programs for 
2020. Regarding asylum seekers and refugees, the pandemic impacts the appeal of 
some destination countries, it may also push some to (irregularly) migrate to wealthier 
countries comparatively less affected by the pandemic. Migrant often work in sectors 
particularly affected by the pandemic, such as manufacturing and hospitality. 

A feature of the pandemic was the phenomenon of “Coronaracism”, which targeted 
Chinese communities in Europe and Italy. On the other side, along with the important 
solidarity demonstrated at the individual level among citizens, China is playing an inter-
national game through their communities, trying to overcome the stigma of being the 
world’s infector.

Concerning immigration policies after the pandemic, Dr. Guidi argued that the circular 
migration model for low skill migrants will prevail through bilateral mobility schemes. The 
model involves return on a regular basis and is economically motivated for flexible 
matching of supply and demand for skilled labor without the costs of integration. Skilled 
migrants keep being regulated by demand-driven policies or through points-based 
systems depending on the migrant’s qualifications. To ensure more stability, intra-regio-
nal mobility regimes will be adopted. A constant condition of migrants is the restriction 
of social and health protection.

Annalisa Camilli focused on the decrease of rescue missions for migrants in the Medi-
terranean Sea. Coastal countries like Italy and Malta found agreements to restrict the 
migrations flows and rescue operations. The pandemic provoked a lack of news, of 
information, of attention towards the issue. Civil society should aim towards obtaining 
more engagement by states, media, and public opinion. Camilli argued that the emer-
gency affects in particular irregular migrants in Italy. Without a regularization, they will 
move to Northern European countries. Camilli criticized how short-term migration 
policies, interpreted as responses to an emergency, are the constant approach to tackle 
the phenomenon of migration in Italy as well as in Europe. Overcoming this approach 
should be the aim of civil society organization advocating for migrants’ rights.

Answering to questions by the audience, both 
speakers agreed that some civil society move-
ments are continuing to advocate for the rights of 
migrants, and there are modest reasons to be 
optimistic on a change of attitude.
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 Will the current emergency eclipse the work for peace? Are there lessons to learn 
from this crisis in managing conflicts? Could the fight against a common enemy make 
the international community more peaceful?

SESSION 3

The future of
peacebuilding

after
the pandemic

The last session, chaired by Bernardo Venturi (AP), gave space to an open discussion on 
the future of peacebuilding after the pandemic.

Albert Gerard Koenders (World Bank Special Envoy on Fragility) observed that this 
pandemic is testing the limits of the UN system, UN member states and the future of 
the multilateral system. There are indirect effects that are crucial for the UN and peace 
operations: risks for mediation mechanisms, impossibility for some peacekeeping 
mission to operate or limitations to observation missions. Regarding the efforts on 
ceasefires, there are some initial results in Myanmar and the Philippines, but not in other 
areas like Afghanistan and the Sahel. 

The UN Secretary-General launched a global ceasefire and asked for a resolution by the 
Security Council on it. For Ebola, a Resolution was important also for the vaccine and to 
provide it to the most vulnerable and to guarantee access to humanitarian assistance. 
However, a Resolution is not going to be approved because there is a blame game 
going on among the main countries.  The fight is about multilateralism, at the time when 
it is needed most. Against this backdrop, a political strategy for the future could be 
“plurilateral” defending the institutions that are necessary, innovating them, and working 
with the likeminded like the EU, AU, part of the UN. In his view, the multilateral system 
will change. The multilateral system is in deep crisis, the credibility of the UN Secre-
tary-General is at stake and changes are needed. In some individual cases, with more 
people being at risk, and working with some specific UN Secretary-General Envoy can 
help some specific peace processes. Decisions should be made without the leadership 
of the Security Council and work with plurilateral alliances, also with groups that are not 
usually working together. 

Regarding the nexus among different sectors, Koenders considers very important to tie 
diplomacy, defense, and development. Yet, currently, military aspects are over-empha-
sized and the work with local communities, on peace processes should be underpinned. 
The EU can play a major role, but with humility understanding the local players, historic 
trajectories, etc. For instance, the EU should look at Africa not only as a risk, but also as 
opportunity, and a necessity to create a political partnership. 

Sonya Reines-Djivanides (Executive Director of the European Peacebuilding Liaison 
Office) explained that the crisis will have different negative aftermaths, especially for the 
most vulnerable. Decision makers should address structural inequalities and increase 
social coherence. The failure to get the UN Security Council support for the global 
ceasefire shows how difficult can be to do the right thing and what it takes to continue 
the struggle for change. It is a great stress-test for the multilateral system, a new habit 
for change should be created intentionally, but it is not going to happen automatically.

Peacebuilding organizations are in a tough situation, but it is time to innovate, 
and there are already examples on the ground on social cohesion, communica-
tion, and other aspects. Peacebuilding organizations will need investments to 
be ready and fully operational. On the EU side, the Multi-annual Financial 
Framework (EU’s long-term budget) will tell a lot about the EU’s investments 
in the post-COVD-19 world. In terms of lessons learned, it is important to plan 
for peace, applying resources to potential scenarios that will form in the future. 
For instance, working on processes examining the possibility for division 
between populations and governments to increase. 
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The humanitarian-development-peace nexus has been more operational in some 
countries, less in others. The peace side has been debated to flesh out what it means. 
In practice, peace consists in joined planned methodologies for assessment, planning 
programs in advance of the crises, providing answers across the other concepts in terms 
of conflict sensitivity, conflict analysis, design for rapid response, etc. It should also 
assure that civil societies are involved, and that human security is always the aim of the 
intervention.

Reines-Djivanides concluded highlighting that this pandemic should offer an opportuni-
ty to pause and reflect, for instance examining how to better support fragile countries. 
A reflection is also needed on the limitations of hard security and how it should be 
balanced with human security and with resilience in practice, also in budgetary terms. 

Stefano Ruzza (Assistant Professor, University of Turin, and Head of Program, Twai), 
talked specifically on peacebuilding and Italy on the basis of a special issue of the journal 
Human Security that followed four guiding questions: strengths and weaknesses of 
Italian peacebuilding,  impact or perceived impact, factors related to the broader peace-
building situation in Europe and list of actors in Italy on peacebuilding. Stakeholders 
from different organizations and backgrounds contributed to this exercise. 

From the research emerged that Italian peacebuilding presents itself as hybrid and 
multitrack, it integrates or force together different types of actors. An absence of doctri-
ne and theory emerges, in contrast with a certain abundance of field experiences. There 
is also a discrepancy between “things that are done” in the field and their translation in 
lesson learned and theory. This scenario also means that the discourse around peace-
building is not politicized. It could be positive, because on the one hand it is not highja-
cked, but on the other side, it means that there is not substantial commitment from 
Italian political actors. At the international level, there is acceptance of Italian approach, 
but it has little to no pull factor and visibility. 

Ruzza highlighted that this emergency shows that is meaningless to split the different 
dimensions of security. They should be integrated and not mismanaged. This is what is 
perhaps happening in the peacebuilding field in Italy, and it is possible to learn 
something in this direction from the current crisis. The pandemic should also teach to 
focus on crisis prevention and not only on crisis management. 

Francesco Strazzari, from the Sant’Anna School of Advanced Studies, started from the 
future of peacebuilding in a broader trajectory. Peacebuilding emerged as a set of 
practices that challenges the mainstream representation of global politics. A few people 
in the late 1970es and 1980es challenged the architecture of the Cold War. Peacebuil-
ding was a subversive society-to-society practice, later co-opted by the UN Agenda for 
Peacebuilding in the early 1990es. At that moment, geopolitical thinking was in low 
consideration, but then it gained momentum and organizational assets to address 
conflicts were created. Two pillars: the economic crisis and the war of terror, have been 
challenging the discourse on peacebuilding, together with the global order and funda-
mental rights.

In this trend, COVID-19 has exacerbated some 
erosions of the global order. The institutionalized 
peacebuilding, the “liberal peacebuilding” by the 
UN, has been criticized, but a new scenario has not 
emerged. COVID-19 has shed light on the current 
global contradictions. The biggest powers are in 
confrontation, also on narratives of peace and 
conflict. Peacebuilding is contested, for instance 
also by the “COVID-19 populism” in the US.

SESSION 3

The future of
peacebuilding

after
the pandemic
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The new scenario can open deregulation as an antechamber to instability and rebellion 
against global elites and multilateralism. This trend can result in a significant limitation for 
peacebuilding and multilateral responses to crises. 

In this framework, peacebuilding should find new forms of alignment in collective 
actions. If populism gains terrain, peacebuilding is “condemned” to move back to a sort 
of “subversive” practice, in a combination of liberal sensitivity connected to grassroots 
activism of civil society organizations seen by skepticism from states’ practices. 

All these factors suggest that the global scenario is changing. Peacebuilding is in the 
trajectory of institutionalization, to some extend has been de-institutionalized, but this is 
not the end of the story, because the past pandemics have brought new forms of 
cooperation and collective action. Therefore, professor Strazzari concluded on a positi-
ve note highlighting that there will be new forms of organization and they will re-aggre-
gate collective actions at the global and regional level. 

SESSION 3

The future of
peacebuilding

after
the pandemic
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