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                                              Reflections from a Structured Community Engagement

THEME:  Healing Harm and Building Positive Peace: Reimagining the Role of We Yone Palaver Hut Project Inc as a Peace –first organization.

Prepared by: Palaver Hut Team 

Introduction

We Yone Palaver Hut Project  inc ( Palaver Hut) has a long standing track records serving communities by providing a safe space for inter-cultural and multicultural dialogue, provide an Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) through mediation for parties in conflict to have an opportunity to amend / repair their relationship by using newcomers’ traditional model of culturally  appropriate restorative  resolution without recourse to the court.     
Rooted in African traditions of communal problem-solving, the idea of  The Palaver hut represents a place where people gather to speak honestly, listen deeply, resolve disputes, and restore peace. It reflects an approach to justice that values dignity, accountability, healing, and the preservation of relationships for community co-existence.
Over time, this model has supported individuals, families, and community members in navigating conflict through conversation with civility rather than division. It has created safe spaces where difficult issues can be addressed confidentially and respectfully, and where people can work toward reconciliation rather than alienation.  At the same time, communities continue to evolve. Families face new pressures. Young people are growing up between cultures especially newcomers (immigrants)  who are navigating  for a successful integration into the Canadian society. Economic strain affects relationships. Trust can be weakened by misinformation, exclusion, and unresolved tension. These realities invite an important question: how can an organization known for healing harm also help build peace before harm occurs?
Through the Coalition of Manitoba Cultural Communities for Families (CMCCF) Peace First: CollaborationNet initiative, this reflection process provided an opportunity for We Yone Palaver Hut Project  inc to consider how its restorative justice foundation might continue to grow through a broader Peace-First lens – one concerned not only with resolving conflict after it happens, but with strengthening the conditions to ensure  peace takes  root in everyday life as well as focusing on preventative measures from harm happening, as a proverb  goes “prevention is better than cure”.
This piece underscore  the reflection of participants that includes community leaders from diverse communities, ranging but not limited to the Sierra Leonean community, Liberia community and Nigeria community  who attended and participated in a focused group  discussion (FGD) on thematic areas on the theme: 

“Healing Harm and Building Positive Peace: Reimagining the Role of We Yone Palaver Hut Project Inc as a Peace –first organization”

It is not only a summary of what was heard, but an informed and practical resource that Palaver Hut can use to inform strategic planning, program development, partnerships, and future Peace-First implementation project. It also offers a way to clearly articulate the organization’s evolving identity as it expands it’s programming from repairing harm toward preventative measures of harm occurring, and building peace at the individual, family, and community levels. However, as the founder of palaver hut would say, “ peace building is a continuum…and a process like the concept of reconciliation” (Victor Kaicombey).  




Our Engagement Process 
This reflection is grounded in a structured community engagement session held in Winnipeg, Manitoba. Participants included members of the Sierra Leonean community, with representation from the Liberian and Nigerian communities, as well as members of We Yone Palaver Hut Project inc. 
The session was designed as a facilitated, community-centered dialogue rather than a formal or segmented workshop. Participants gathered in a single circle, creating a shared space for collective reflection, listening to each other’s stories and experiences. This approach reflected the cultural and relational foundations of the Palaver Hut model, where dialogue is inclusive, participatory, and grounded in mutual respect.
At the outset, participants were invited to engage with a series of African proverbs and words of wisdom displayed around the room. Each participant took time to read and reflect on the proverbs, grounding themselves in familiar cultural insights and shared values that speaks to the realities of their personal lives, their families and communities. The proverbs provokes further brainstorming session on peacemaking. 
The discussion then unfolded organically across three interconnected domains: individual peace, family peace, and community peace. Participants responded to guided questions posed by facilitators, offering personal reflections and, in many cases, expanding on their responses through storytelling and lived experience. The dialogue allowed for both individual expression and collective meaning-making.
Midway through the session, participants were invited to return to the proverbs and select one that resonated with them. Each person then shared their interpretation and the meaning they drew from it. This two-stage engagement allowed participants to move from quiet reflection to collective dialogue, using cultural wisdom as a bridge into deeper conversations about peace, relationships, and community life.
This process helped anchor the discussion in lived experience while reinforcing the role of culture as both a guide and a resource for understanding peace.
The session also included focused reflection on the role and value of Palaver Hut. Participants shared what they believe the organization has built over time, what must be preserved as it evolves, and how it is experienced within the community.
Finally, participants engaged in a future-oriented visioning exercise, imagining the long-term impact and success of  Palaver Hut as a Peace-First organization. This included reflecting on what meaningful change would look like and what would need to happen for that vision to become reality.
Overall, the approach prioritized  an indepth over structure, relationship over process, and lived experience over abstraction – aligning closely with the principles of community-led and multi-culturally grounded peacebuilding model.

Understanding Peace Through Three Domains
The reflections gathered through this process are best understood across three interconnected domains:  individual, family, and community.
This framing aligns with a Peace-First perspective, which recognizes that sustainable peace is not built at one level alone, but through the interaction between personal wellbeing, family relationships, and broader community collectively. 

What We Heard About Peace (Individual Level)
Participants spoke about peace in deeply practical terms. Peace was not described as an abstract ideal, but as a lived and felt experience. It was described as the ability to live without constant fear, stress, exclusion, or instability, and to experience safety, calmness, freedom, emotional balance, good health, belonging, friendship, purpose, faith, love, and support.
For some, peace meant happiness, contentment, being at ease, and simply being able to breathe easily. For others, it meant having a home, stable employment, meaningful work, access to basic necessities, and the freedom to pursue one’s goals.




These reflections suggest that peace extends far beyond conflict resolution. It includes emotional wellbeing, economic stability, social inclusion, and the ability to live with dignity.
Participants also described how peacefulness affects them personally. Many shared that when they feel at peace, they are more productive, experience better mental clarity, sleep more easily, and feel a sense of joy, safety, and balance. Peace, in this sense, is not only a condition; it is something that actively enables people to function and thrive.
At the same time, participants identified several factors that threaten daily peace, including conflict, disrespect, poor health, unemployment, unaffordability, racism, loneliness, ignorance, substance abuse, and poor communication. Many also emphasized the emotional burden of feeling unseen, unheard, or disconnected.
A particularly significant theme was the experience of immigrant families adjusting to life in Canada. Children often adapt quickly to new cultural and social environments, whileparents may still be navigating unfamiliar systems and trying to maintain cultural values. This can lead to misunderstanding, where children feel unheard and parents interpret change as disrespect. What appears as conflict on the surface often reflects deeper tensions around identity, belonging, and adaptation.
An important insight is that peace is often practiced before it is named. Participants described moments of calm, connection, and stability in their lives without always labeling them as “peace.” This suggests that peace already exists in everyday experiences, and that part of a Peace-First approach is to recognize, strengthen, and make visible these lived realities.

What We Heard About Family Peace
Participants described a peaceful family as one characterized by happiness, communication, mutual respect, confidence in children, good health, togetherness, balance, and shared responsibility. Peaceful homes were seen as environments where members feel secured, valued, and connected. It also speaks to families caring for each other, eating and sharing food together. 
However, participants also identified common tensions affecting families, including financial hardship, lack of respect, poor communication, unclear expectations, imbalance, mistrust, infidelity, domestic violence, and outside interference and bad neighbors.  This interactive session make one of the participants shared his painful ongoing  experiencing with his neighbor who is threatening him and his family every moment  and has involved police but nothing happened while his family continued to be harassed and living in fair without having peace. This scenario practically suggest that, community ( our neighbors ) plays a significant role as a resource for our peace and happiness. 

These insights also suggest that family conflict often develops gradually through stress and unresolved issues rather than from isolated incidents.
Participants noted that children may understand peace differently than adults. For many children, peace means freedom, privacy, stability, less conflict, and greater independence. 
This highlights the importance of listening across generations and recognizing that peace within families requires ongoing dialogue and mutual understanding as a collective responsibility for all. 

What We Heard About Community Peace
Participants described a peaceful community as one where there is safety, fairness, respect for rules, inclusion, strong leadership, communication, and a sense of belonging. Community peace was also associated with accessible and trusted mechanisms for resolving disputes.
At the same time, participants identified key challenges affecting communities today, including misinformation, lack of trust, discrimination in leadership, lack of accountability, gossip, unreliability, unmet needs, and concerns about safety. 






These presenting issues are not only interpersonal tensions, but also to structural challenges that can weaken  community cohesion over time.
A clear message emerged: communities need consistent, trusted spaces and practices that build relationships, address tensions early, and maintain connection before divisions deepen. “Early warning and early respond”  phenomenon. 

What Palaver Hut Has Built
Participants were clear that We Yone Palaver Hut Project already possesses important strengths that must not be lost as the organization evolves. These include confidentiality, dialogue, mediation, trust, safe space, belonging, unity, and the restoration of relationships.
These are significant community assets. Trust cannot be created quickly, and safe spaces are not easily built. The fact that participants named these qualities reflects the credibility Palaver Hut has developed through consistent practice.
Participants also highlighted the importance of cultural grounding. By drawing on traditions of communal dialogue, relational accountability, and collective responsibility, Palaver Hut offers an approach that feels familiar, trusted, and meaningful to many community members.
In this sense, Palaver Hut represents a form of community-based leadership that complements formal systems by addressing the relational and cultural dimensions of peace that institutions often struggle to reach.
A community stakeholder expressed the intervention of Palaver Hut in a complex community conflict between the past and current community executives stewardship that was handled professionally with a goal of community cohesion. He shared that the community would have been divided without the intervention of Palaver Hut.  

From Healing Harm to Building Peace
Restorative justice remains a critical part of Palaver Hut’s programming. It’s  provides the opportunity to address harm, restore relationships, and create space for accountability after conflict / harm occurs.
A Peace-First approach builds on this foundation by shifting attention toward preventative measures. It focuses on strengthening the conditions, such as trust, communication, belonging, and wellbeing, that reduce the likelihood of harm in the first place.
This is not a departure from restorative justice, but a natural extension of it. It expands Palaver Hut’s role from responding to conflict / harm toward actively cultivating peace across individual, family, and community levels.

Positioning Palaver Hut Within a Broader Peacebuilding Landscape
Palaver Hut’s work exists within a broader peacebuilding environment that includes both institutional and community-based approaches. While formal systems often focus on policy, structure, and conflict management, community-led approaches emphasize relationships, culture, and lived experience.
These approaches are not opposites, but complementary. Palaver Hut is uniquely positioned to bridge this space by bringing community voice, cultural knowledge, and relational practice into broader peacebuilding efforts.
As the organization evolves, there may be opportunities to strengthen partnerships with institutions while maintaining its community-led identity. In doing so, Palaver Hut can contribute to a more holistic model of peacebuilding that combines structure with trust, and policy and  lived experience.










Emerging Directions for Organizational Growth
The reflections gathered through this process suggest several practical directions for future organizational development and programming.
It is empirical to develop  individual-level support through mentorship, dialogue spaces, and programs that address stress, depression, identity, and belonging.
Family-focused programming also appears critical, particularly in addressing intergenerational tensions. Parent-youth dialogue sessions (circle), culturally responsive parenting discussions, and family circles could help strengthen relationships before conflicts escalate.
At the community level, there is a need for continued engagement through forums, workshops, outreach, and leadership conversations that build trust and cohesion.
Visibility and accessibility will also be important. Participants envisioned Palaver Hut as an open and widely recognized resource within the community.
These directions are not fixed prescriptions, but grounded possibilities that can inform future planning and program development.

How This Paper May Be Used
This paper can serve as a practical tool to support Palaver Hut’s continued growth and development.
It may guide strategic planning by helping identify priorities across individual, family, and community peacebuilding. It may inform program design by highlighting areas where targeted interventions can prevent recurring conflict through conflict mapping model. 
It can also support partnerships by clearly articulating Palaver Hut’s approach and values to external stakeholders. In addition, it may strengthen funding proposals by demonstrating both community need and a grounded, culturally responsive model for addressing it.
Finally, this paper provides a foundation for applying a Peace-First framework in practice  and in theory, organizing future work across interconnected levels of peacebuilding while continuing to build on  the organization’s restorative justice  model. 

Conclusion
We Yone Palaver Hut Project inc  has already made a meaningful impact by helping individuals, families, and communities repair  their harm by acknowledging their mistakes and been accountable for it  as a pathway  to restore relationships.
The insights gathered through this reflection point toward a broader opportunity. The future may call not only for resolving conflict after it occurs, but for strengthening the conditions that allow peace to exist and endure a sustainable  community cohesion.
In this sense, moving from healing harm to building peace is not a break from Palaver Hut’s  grounded roots. It is a continuation of them.
The same principles that support restoration: dialogue, trust, accountability, and cultural grounding; can also help prevent harm before it begins. By building on these strengths, Palaver Hut is well positioned to grow into a leading example of community-based, Peace-First practice that Palaver Hut has resolved to do moving forward. 

END OF REPORT 
Palaver Hut Team  @ April 2026
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