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Mediating Tripoli’s feuds a step at a time

By Mazin Sidahmed
The Daily Star

BEIRUT: “We’ve said everything we
want to say. So at the end here I want
to ask you what you’ve learned about
mediation today?” Marwa Moulik
al-Aweek says, standing in a small
classroom at the Women’s Academy
in the Qobbeh neighborhood.

“A line of communication
between two disputing sides,” one of
the roughly two-dozen women
packed into the room said.

“It pushes people away from vio-
lence, to find a solution that’s
peaceful,” said Fatima al-Omar,
another attendee.

This is all part of an awareness ses-
sion for a new project that hopes to
gear people in Tripoli toward resolv-
ing their disputes through mediation.

“This project is building the cul-
ture of mediation,” Samar Boulos, of
the Safadi Foundation, said, “build-
ing it as a tool for conflict resolution.
That’s why we are raising awareness
for people to solve their problems
through mediation, because media-
tion is a win-win approach in a
peaceful way.”

The program – funded by the
European Union, Mercy Corp and
the Safadi Foundation – is titled
“Building Community Capacity for
Dispute Resolution and Reconcilia-
tion in Lebanon.” The program pro-
vides different neighborhoods in
Tripoli with young mediators that are
from the area, which locals can refer
to when they have a problem that
they would like resolved.

The main point – that is empha-
sized throughout the awareness ses-
sion – is that these mediators are
here to solve local problems within
the community.

Mercy Corp representative Nada
Naja said that they may consider
taking on larger issues in the future.

“Now this project is like first step
to see if the community will accept
us,” Naja told The Daily Star, “how
they think, and maybe in the future
we can have a different project.”

The program started out with 100
volunteers who each received a three-
month course on mediation. Of the
100, the top 30 were selected to com-
plete full training in mediation at the
Professional Mediation Center
(CPM) at Universite Saint Joseph.

Following their training, the 30

selectees were divided up into six
Tripoli neighborhoods: Mina, Bad-
dawi, Abu Samra, Qobbeh, al-Aswak
and Bab al-Tabbanneh. Each group
now works out of a center in one of
these neighborhoods.

Boulos said Tripoli was selected
due to its history with discord.

“We all know that Tripoli, for a
long time, has had a lot of neighbor-
hood disputes,” Boulos said.

“Without considering if you want,
the roots of the problems, it is local
discrepancies between people.”

“We’re not saying that with this
project we’re going to solve all the
problems. Of course … but we want
to advance a new understanding to
solve disputes.”

Bassel al-Esber, one of the 30 medi-
ators and now based in Qobbeh, is
hopeful about the effects that media-
tion can have on Tripoli.

He admits that originally he was
highly skeptical about the idea.

“I thought people would say,
“We’ve got a lot of problems, our
money struggles, there’s no work,
we’re trying to get by and you want
to talk about mediation?’” he recalls.

With time, he came around to the
idea and now believes that it can have
a real impact on the neighborhood.

“I didn’t think that mediation
would work in this neighborhood
but I realized that it can and it has
made a big difference,” Esber
added. “You saw today how much
they got into it.”

He said they have already medi-
ated some disputes since they start-
ed and the main goal now is spread-
ing awareness

The awareness session held in
Qobbeh in which Aweek, and later
Esber, taught local women about
how mediation works is critical in
ensuring that this project has the
desired impact. The attendees had an
overwhelmingly positive reaction to
the idea.

“This project benefits us, it does-
n’t hurt us,” Fatima al-Omar, one of
the attendees, told The Daily Star.
“It helps us know how to commu-
nicate with people in our house
before we start trying to solve larg-
er problems.”

Omar is confident that by resolv-
ing local problems first and building
up they can address the larger issues
facing Tripoli.

Tripoli has been uniquely affect-
ed by the ongoing Syria crisis. A lot
of extremists groups operating in
Syria have taken root in the north-

ern city and re-ignited a lot of ten-
sions between local armed factions,
resulting in a series of on-and-off
clashes over the past three years.

Recently, two soldiers were
attacked at an outpost, sparking a
fierce response from the Lebanese
Army in which 23 militants were
killed during the four-day opera-
tion. Eight civilians and 11 soldiers
were also killed while parts of the
city were left in ruins.

Convincing people to approach
local mediators instead of the may-
or or a sheikh when they have a dis-
pute they need resolving is funda-
mental to the success of the project.

Aweek, who completed her
undergraduate studies in Medical
and Social Assistance, said this has
been the hardest part so far. While
she enjoyed the training at USJ, she
has been disheartened by the situa-
tion on the ground.

“At the end of the day you are
changing convictions, you’re
changing the way people think,”
she lamented. “If somebody is used
to [resolving problems] with his
hands … how do you convince them
to not go to use violence?”

The struggle to get people around
to the idea of mediation has visibly

worn on her and while she has
resolved some disputes she said the
center has not been a roaring success.

“I’m not going to say to you that
I opened the center and everyone
came and everyone who had a prob-
lem we solved it. No. I’m not going
to lie to you,” she confessed.

She also has doubts about how
far the project can be scaled up.
According to Aweek, the recent
clashes in Tripoli, for instance,
could not be resolved simply using
mediation. These problems can only
be solved on a state level.

Esber agreed that when it comes
to armed conflict, local mediators
may be out of their depth.

“Mediation can’t solve disputes
like what happened in Tripoli last
week,” he said. “The security prob-
lems and political problems are big-
ger than mediation.”

Esber said that the main objective
of the project now was to make
Tripoli a more livable place for all of
its residents.

“The main concern of everyone is
how to bring Tripoli back to being
peaceful city, bring Tripoli back to
being a secure city, they want it to
go back.

“In any way possible.”

Project looks to gear
residents of northern
city toward peaceful
conflict resolution

Aweek teaches mediation techniques to women in Tripoli.
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