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One way of addressing the challenge of gathering and analysing information about intensely 

context sensitive, and situational, intelligence on armed violence dynamics has been the 

establishment of so-called observatories.1 Observatories are ad-hoc or permanent mechanisms, 

networks or institutions that monitor a specific development, such as armed violence, disasters, or 

the quality of life. Depending on their mandate, observatories can have the function to 

generate data, provide analysis, and give advice to decision-makers. They are widely used, 

especially in Latin America,2 and are well developed in the field of disaster risk reduction.3 

Observatories can be part of efforts to strengthen evidence-based policy making.4  

For international actors, observatories are an institutionalisation of efforts to source analysis and 

data locally. Peacebuilding organisations such as Conciliation Resources, Interpeace or 

International Alert have for some time emphasised the importance of analysis by local actors, 

often in an interactive and iterative process and accompanied by donors. The use of local 

analysis capacities informs their own programme planning, helps to place local perspectives in 

international analyses, and provides a space for dialogue and networking among actors in 

conflict environments.  

Observatories in the field of armed violence reduction and prevention have specifically focused 

collecting data and analyses on homicides and crime. In some cases, Armed Violence 

Monitoring Systems (AVMSs) are part of larger programming efforts. Overall, AVMSs have the 

functions to (a) gather data on on-going and regular bases, (b) systematically analyse data, and 

(c) disseminate the information to inform decision-making policy.5 AVMSs have taken different 

forms in different communities that work on violence. In the field of conflict prevention, 

observatories have largely focused on early warning systems. In criminology, various cities have 

set up Crime Observatories; and in public health, observatories have involved the establishment 

of injury surveillance systems. 

An analysis of AVMS in Colombia, Jamaica, South Africa, Sudan, and the United Kingdom 

highlights the challenges inherent in on-going data collection in a conflict-affected setting 

(political interference, risk to data collectors, weak or absent date, lack of skills), but also shows 

that quality data is an indispensable ingredient for concrete programmes on the ground. One of 



the major assets of an AVMS is its capacity to bring together different stakeholders and hence 

improve the quality of analysis and multi-sectorial responses.  

AVMSs also face real challenges. Observatories are often established on the basis of 

opportunism, data collected ad-hoc, without planning or funding for long-term monitoring. What 

is more observatories are frequently immersed in their own reality and do not have any strategy 

of communicating or sharing what they do, apart from serving very specific objectives.6 Another 

challenge is associated with powerful stakeholders including the state, individual companies or 

civil society organisations that seek to dominate, manipulate or control the analysis and date 

generation for their own political or commercial interests. 

Beyond these challenges there are real opportunities to use observatories as a strategic 

catalyser for a fragile environment. In this sense, observatories can have the function 

 To commence and drive a discussion at the city, district, or national level about the role 

of data in and monitoring of policy making; 

 To serve as connecting point for a variety of actors, especially in the initial stages to 

explore which data is available in a specific setting; 

 To pool together professionals in data generation and analysis within a country; and 

 To bring together and analyse ‘situational intelligence’ that represents an enormous 

knowledge base on conflict drivers and stress factors.  

Observatories can additionally represent a focal point for on-going monitoring and evaluation to 

help improve accounting for conflict prevention results – an issue that all actors are struggling 

with. While increasing violence may indicate that conflict prevention efforts in the aggregate are 

insufficient, they tell us very little about the performance of a specific prevention approach or 

programme. On the one hand, it is the science of tracking non-escalation outcomes and related 

trends of behavioural, attitudinal and institutional change needs further development; on the 

other hand, it is the generation of context-sensitive indices and metrics that monitor advance in 

‘peacefulness’ that are really needed if ‘context’ is really the starting point for preventive 

action.7 Observatories can play a key role in this project of becoming a monitoring space for 

preventive that is at the same time more rigorous, more flexible, and more accountable. 

Yet more ambitiously, observatories can play a critical role to catalyse a new vision for a society 

or economy in countries that are facing high levels if fragility, instability or violence. Observatories 

could have a potential to demystify competing understandings of a ‘reality’, prejudices, and 

long held beliefs through evidenced-based research, and facilitate the consensus towards a 



new vision. They can also become the guardian for what we know are critical ‘rules of the 

game’ in vision building which are that vision-building must be consensual, that the vision should 

be as broadly owned as possible, and there should be no major gap between the vision and the 

capacities of local or international stakeholders to deliver change.8  
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