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“The Flemish Peace Institute The Flemish Peace Institute 
has been charting a highly has been charting a highly 
independent course for fifteen independent course for fifteen 
years now, with its research years now, with its research 
and advisory notes. I have and advisory notes. I have 
always supported it in that, always supported it in that, 
and I am determined to conti-and I am determined to conti-
nue doing so in the future.nue doing so in the future.”

Jan Peumans
has been the chairman of the Board of Directors 
of the Flemish Peace Institute since 2020.
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2020 was an exceptional year for all of us. The global pandemic not only shook up our 
society, but also impacted  the activities of the Flemish Peace Institute. Like many 
other organisations, we were hardly able to organise any physical events due to the 
Covid-19 restrictions. We were forced to cancel our annual 11 November Lecture, the 
presentation of our 2019 annual report and various other events. Furthermore, most 
parliamentary committee meetings were organised digitally, which meant it was not 
always easy to keep our finger on the parliamentary pulse.

A look back at 2020

nils duquet & jan peumans 
Director Flemish Peace Institute & Chairman of the 
Board of Directors of the Flemish Peace Institute
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Nevertheless, the staff of the Peace Institute have been ‘tirelessly building’ over the 
past year, which is also the theme of this annual report. There has been a strong focus 
on ongoing research activities, along with developing several new ones. We also 
organised our own webinars for the first time and shared the results of our research in  
several digital committee meetings and other digital events. You can find out more in 
this annual report.

Our staff spent most of the year working from home. That took a lot of effort, since 
our  small team has a tradition of working closely together and constantly checking in 
with each other. Now, all that had to be done on our computer screens. That was even 
more of a challenge for our new staff members and interns: familiarising yourself 
with complex - often new - material, in the specific political context in which the 
Peace Institute operates, is not easy at the best of times, and certainly not when you 
are suddenly more or less all forced to do it from home, via your computer screen. 
Fortunately, we all managed to meet up in person in September 2020 for our ‘corona 
proof’ team day when we took a look back at the activities of the previous few months 
and, especially, looked forward to 2021.  

In 2020 not only new employees joined the Scientific Secretariat of the Peace 
Institute. In spring 2020, a new Board of Directors was inaugurated by the Flemish 
Parliament, and Jan Peumans was elected as the new chairman. The different visions 
and experiences of our board members, who come from diverse areas of society, con-
tinue to challenge us and inspire us to look at the peace issue with a fresh mind, inde-
pendent of party politics, and based on sound scientific research. Further on in this 
annual report you will be able to read a short summary of what motivates our board 
members. The composition of the Scientific Council has also changed, and we will be 
briefly introducing these new and familiar faces further on in this report. They will 
keep a close eye on the Peace Institute’s projects and publications, making adjust-
ments where necessary. 

The basis of the Peace Institute’s activities are the five-year strategic plans. An ambi-
tious new strategic plan was approved in 2020. This strategic plan states that the 
Peace Institute will conduct research into peace issues within two broad research 

domains. In the domain of ‘weapons, peace 
and violence’, the Peace Institute will be 
researching issues including control of the 
conventional arms trade, disarmament of 
weapons of mass destruction, the fight against 
illegal arms trafficking, the prevention of 
armed violence and the development of a 
Flemish foreign policy focused on peace. 

2020 was an exceptional year  
for all of us. The global pandemic 
not only shook up our society,  
but also impacted the activities 
of the Flemish Peace Institute.
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In the domain of ‘conflict, peace and society’, the focus is on managing conflict and 
preventing violence in educational and public spaces, societal polarisation and radi-
calisation, and remembrance and peace education. Based on this research, the Peace 
Institute will formulate recommendations for the Flemish Parliament and for other 
relevant policymakers in order to direct the legislative and policy context in a more 
peaceful direction. However, those who work on a daily basis for peace and the pre-
vention of violence should also find inspiration in this research.

To implement this strategic plan, the Peace Institute sought a new director in 2020 as 
well. This search led to the Flemish Parliament’s formal appointment of Nils Duquet 
as our new director in January 2021, after his previous stint as acting director to 
ensure continuity in 2020. 

Despite the unusual social context and the organisational changes, the essence of the 
Peace Institute’s work has continued, namely conducting peace research and contrib-
uting to a more peaceful world now and in the future. At the request of the Flemish 
Parliament’s Radicalisation Committee and the Agency for Home Affairs, for example, 
the Peace Institute evaluated the Flemish Action Plan for the Prevention of Violent 
Radicalisation and Polarisation in 2020. This plan, drawn up in 2015 as a response 
from the Flemish government to the terrorist attacks and the issues surrounding the 
many people from Belgium who went to join the war in Syria, is intended to prevent 
radicalisation and detect signs of violent radicalisation as early as possible. The plan 
was adjusted in 2017, but still required a general evaluation. This evaluation by the 
Peace Institute resulted in a report on the local approach to radicalisation and polari-
sation, and later led to a substantial book. Both publications and the accompanying 
recommendations were presented to the Flemish Parliament’s Radicalisation 
Committee. Furthermore, the Peace Institute organised a well-attended webinar in 
December 2020 to present the general results to policymakers, practitioners and 
researchers. In spring 2021, the Peace Institute will organise various thematic webi-
nars that consider parts of the evaluation in greater depth, in order to share the 
results of this research more widely. This includes a closer look at, for example, the 
role of the Lokale Integrale Veiligheidscellen (Local Integral Security Cells, or 
LIVC-Rs), and the fields of education, youth work and youth welfare. In addition, we 
will be organising a webinar in English in spring 2021 to share the lessons from our 
evaluation of the Flemish context with an international audience of policy actors and 
experts, and to link to the new European Counter-Terrorism Agenda.

It goes without saying that the Peace Institute also researched various aspects of the 
arms trade issue in 2020. For example, over the past year, the Peace Institute has anal-
ysed the controls on the sharp increase of importation in the firearms and ammuni-
tion into Flanders in the context of its recommendations on the Flemish government’s 
annual report on the foreign arms trade. The Peace Institute’s advice, based on this 
analysis, included simplifying the current control system and making it watertight, in 
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order to better follow upon the import permits issued 
and to optimise information sharing and cooperation 
between the various departments involved. Moreover, 
the Peace Institute published two fact sheets on licensed 
foreign arms trading in 2018 and 2019. Our analyses 
revealed, among other things, that there has been a 
spectacular drop in the number of transit permits 
requested in Flanders. Our research results and recom-

mendations on foreign arms trading from, via and to Flanders have been presented on 
several occasions in the Foreign Policy Committee. 

In the wake of these publications and presentations, the Flemish Parliament’s Foreign 
Policy Committee asked the Peace Institute to study the cause of the decrease in 
licensed transit that had been observed, to analyse how other European countries 
organise transit controls and to identify best practices that may also represent added 
value for Flanders. The research began at the end of 2020 and will result in a research 
report and accompanying recommendations in 2021. In 2020, two research projects 
were also initiated with regard to the issue of weapons of mass destruction and dual-
use products: a study of the profile of the chemical and biological dual-use industry in 
Flanders and the control of foreign trade in these dual-use products, and a study of 
the international context of nuclear disarmament and the various options here for 
Belgium and Flanders. The two research projects will result in separate reports and 
recommendations in 2021. In this manner, the Peace Institute, as an independent 
research institute embedded within the Flemish Parliament, aims to feed the parlia-
mentary debate and have a genuine impact on the policy pursued. 

The Peace Institute’s study of the arms issue is not restricted to Flanders and Belgium, 
however. In 2020, the Peace Institute also coordinated two major international 
research projects financed by the European Commission. In these projects, we study 
the diversion of firearms into the illegal domain (Project DIVERT) and gun violence 
(Project TARGET). In the context of Project DIVERT, several digital expert meetings 
were organised in summer and autumn 2020. The research results of the two 
European projects will be published in 2021 and presented during various webinars 
and conferences, including an international conference in the Flemish Parliament. 

In line with the 2020-2025 strategic plan, the Peace Institute has started to further 
develop a platform function for peace issues. More than ever before, it aims to contact 
interested citizens about current and relevant peace-related subjects that it has stud-
ied. This is a way of offering insights, within the complexity of peace issues, into prob-
lems in international relations and societal conflicts facing Flemish policymakers and 
society. In 2021 we will organise several events in this context - hopefully including 
physical events - as well as optimising our website and developing new initiatives. At 
the end of 2020, a process was also initiated for the nomination of the Flemish Peace 
Institute for the Nobel Peace Prize.

In line with the 2020-
2025 strategic plan,  
the Peace Institute has 
started to further develop 
a platform function for 
peace issues.
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Last but not least, we would also like to express our genuine thanks to the Speaker 
and the various services at the Flemish Parliament. In this difficult year, the Peace 
Institute was once again able to count on them for practical support. We are looking 
forward to 2021 and are full of enthusiasm and confidence. The various seeds we 
planted in 2020 will be ready to harvest in 2021. This is our way of contributing to 
building a more peaceful society in Flanders and beyond.
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 Publications   concerning our research

 4 

 Advisory notes  based on our research

 24 
 Substantive contributions  to activities 

 25 
 Media mentions,  including 6 times on television   
   or radio

 4,382
 People reached  with e-mail newsletters

 116,596 
 Views  on social media
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“Trees grow from the roots upwards.” Nelly Maes, who has just 
celebrated her eightieth birthday, uses this one-liner to start 
the conversation. It summarises the reasons why she was keen 
to respond to our request to reflect on the “history and 
perspective”, as she puts it, of the Flemish Peace Institute, 
along with the new director. She was one of the founders of the 
institute, and also served as the chair of the Board of Directors 
for ten years. This promises to be a conversation between two 
people with at least one passion in common: peace.  

Fifteen Years of the Flemish Peace Fifteen Years of the Flemish Peace 
Institute : Institute : A conversation between A conversation between 
Nelly Maes and Nils DuquetNelly Maes and Nils Duquet
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Nils: I grew up in a family that paid a lot of attention to what was going on in the world. 
Several newspapers and magazines, open discussions, a perspective on the world, a lot of 
travelling as well... Later, when I was a student, I became really interested in the armed 
conflicts in Central Africa and struggles over the natural resources there. The attacks on 
11 September 2001 and the invasion of Iraq by the United States also made an impression 
on me, and got me thinking about why conflicts happen. Then, I ran into Tomas Baum at a 
conference. Shortly after that, he became the director of the recently founded Peace 
Institute, and when a vacancy for a researcher came up, I immediately applied.

Nelly: I was born at the beginning of the Second World War. My earliest memories 
are of the end of the war. The bombs dropping, soldiers who had to be billeted here, 
the repression... That automatically led to peace becoming an objective. Politically, 
that commitment became very clear, of course, when I was a member of parlia-
ment who demanded an inquiry into the illegal smuggling of explosives from 
Zeebrugge to Iran, which was under embargo at the time. Unimaginable things 
happened back then. The arms dealers had a direct line to the government. The 
report from that inquiry, on which I was able to exert a considerable influence, did 
in fact conclude that this particular arms trade was shrouded in secrecy. 

Nils: That’s true. And that report was also a very important document for the Flemish 
Peace Institute. There wasn’t much available when we started out.  We turned up in an 
“empty office”, which didn’t even have all the specialised publications immediately 
available. We had to go out and acquire them. One of the first things we did was delve into 
that report, which contained a lot of factual information, to start mapping the situation. 

Nelly: In that very early start-up phase, we also 
took a very good look at how other peace insti-
tutes in Europe worked. Our very first working 
visit was to Clingendael in the Netherlands, but I 
remember going to SIPRI (Stockholm 
International Peace Research Institute) and BICC 
(Bonn International Center for Conversion) as 
well. Those visits abroad soon taught us that it is 
very difficult for policymakers to ignore recom-
mendations if they are based on sound research.  
It is also difficult for a board of directors to achieve 
consensus on a recommendation unless it has a 
solid basis in research. I came up against that 
myself now and again, for example when I wanted 
to make a recommendation on the Palestinian 
question. 
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Nils: I remember that we found ourselves easily being pushed into a certain political 
corner in the early days. Fortunately, we were quickly able to prove our non-partisan-
ship by conducting our research independently. That basis is still there today, and now 
we are valued by all the political parties for our work. Obviously it helps that we work in 
physical proximity to the members of parliament, in the Flemish Parliament building. 
That enables us to actively keep tabs on everything and have a sense of what is going on 
in the committees that tackle our issues. Our location in Brussels is an extra reason for 
many international organisations to work with us.

Nelly: Incidentally, there was quite a bit of debate about where the Flemish Peace 
Institute should be based in order to as well as possible safeguard its indepen-
dence. Some mayors liked the idea of having the Flemish Peace Institute in their 
town or city; in Flanders there is always a building available somewhere [she 
laughs]. But obviously there was a strategic significance to choosing Brussels. It 
put us close to the European institutions, so that conferences organised by the 
Flemish Peace Institute would be sure to attract their attention as well, and close 
to the rooms where the Flemish Parliament committees meet. However, I was 
frustrated at the time that we mainly had access to the sub-committee in the 
Flemish Parliament that monitored the arms trade. It very quickly became clear 
that we needed to develop a second mainstay besides arms in order to reach 
other committees. That was difficult while I was chair, but now the Peace 
Institute is in a phase where it can look beyond the arms trade. 

Nils: We have done a huge amount of work on remembrance: how do you deal with 
your own memories of war? And now we are turning our attention to how we deal with 
tensions in society. This week, for example, we will present the results of our evaluation 
of the Flemish Action Plan for the Prevention of Violent Radicalisation and Polarisation 
in the education committee of the Flemish Parliament. We are also contributing to the 
development of  an ‘edubox’ school education pack about polarisation with the VRT 
broadcasting service. That is turning us increasingly into the facilitator we want to be, 
among politicians and researchers but also in civil society and society at large. The ulti-
mate goal is not just to bring people together physically, but also to guide them digitally 

by collecting reliable information 
about a very wide range of 
peace-related issues, for example 
about the conflict in Myanmar now 
or the war in Syria. 

I remember that we found 
ourselves easily being pushed into 
a certain political corner in the 
early days. Fortunately, we were 
quickly able to prove our non-
partisanship by conducting our 
research independently.
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Nelly: When it comes to Syria, I really hope that some kind of awareness 
emerges again, after more than 10 years of war... I visited the region when it was 
still flourishing, I can still smell the herbs in the neighbourhoods where ordinary 
people lived... But it’s true. If you increase the accessibility of your own research 
for others, and others do the same for you, that saves so much effort for every-
one. That in turn can lead to other perspectives for peace in the world. 

Nils: It is also essential to work with them 
because everything is evolving so fast, espe-
cially technology. The possibilities there are 
now can no longer be compared to those of 
ten years ago, and probably people in ten 
years’ time will look back on this period in 
the same way. Technological advances are 
often positive, but the possibilities for their 
use in a negative way have also grown expo-
nentially. How do you deal with things that 
are changing so fast that only a limited 
group of experts can keep pace? And that 
the politicians have lost track of as well? The 

same problem applies to surveillance. When you see all the things that can be done with 
facial recognition and its consequences for detection and privacy... Also 3D printed 
weapons are worth mentioning. What if anyone can print their own weapon? Where 
does that leave us? How do you deal with all that as a democracy?

Obviously there was a strategic 
significance to choosing Brussels.  
It put us close to the European 
institutions, so that conferences 
organised by the Flemish Peace 
Institute would be sure to attract 
their attention as well, and close to 
the rooms where the Flemish 
Parliament committees meet. 
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Nelly: What scares me most is the increased accessibility to all those terrible 
things that are very lethal. Targeted interventions by people with malicious intent 
are becoming much easier. So the Peace Institute certainly needs to look into those 
issues and ensure that rules are established in due time. Back in my day, when the 
peace movement was more prominent, there was fierce campaigning against clus-
ter bombs. We need a new list of weapons declared illegal. 

Nils: That is already happening in universities as a reflection exercise; technology is not 
standing still but many of those innovations can also be misused. Very large sections of 
the academic community are often not yet aware of that. Because it really can go wrong 
sometimes; the information can be stolen or misused to develop different systems... We 
really need to work on increasing that awareness – with respect for academic freedom, 
of course. 

Nelly: That is why it is so important, and has also been set out by decree, that we 
work with universities as well. The Scientific Council was established with that in 
mind. Universities’ research work is perfectly positioned to help warn the 
Flemish Parliament about certain dangerous technological advances. Maybe you 
could find common ground there. 

Nils: That really is the ambition of our peace platform: working with universities and 
peace institutes to bring all that relevant research to the fore as much as possible. In 
that way, we will have a far more comprehensive overview of the problems and we will 
be able to continue working on long-lasting solutions to peace issues.  After all, that is 
and will remain our core task. 
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““ Unbiased research as a commit-Unbiased research as a commit-
ment to peaceful politics. The ment to peaceful politics. The 
power and simplicity of this orga-power and simplicity of this orga-
nisational model continues to nisational model continues to 
inspire. With its mission, the inspire. With its mission, the 
Peace Institute is now able to Peace Institute is now able to 
offer guidance in many areas, and offer guidance in many areas, and 
sometimes map them out entirely. sometimes map them out entirely. 
With this approach, I see great With this approach, I see great 
potential for the future as well.potential for the future as well.””

Tomas Baum,
director of the Flemish Peace Institute 
from 2006 to 2018 and current director 
of Kazerne Dossin.  

Fifteen Years of the Flemish Peace Institute
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Het Vlaams Vredesinstituut is een onafhankelijk instituut
voor vredesonderzoek bij het Vlaams Parlement.
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Diederik Cops
Nils Duquet
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Report - De invoer van vuurwapens en munitie in Vlaanderen.  
Evoluties, verklaringen en uitdagingen voor controle  
(The importation of firearms and ammunition into Flanders. 
Developments, explanations and challenges for control), 
Diederik Cops and Nils Duquet 

 

05/05/2020

Advice - Vlaamse buitenlandse wapenhandel 2018  
(Flemish foreign arms trade 2018)

01/07/2020

Report - Het Vlaamse beleid inzake de lokale aanpak van 
gewelddadige radicalisering (Flemish policy for the local 
approach to tackle violent radicalisation), Lore Colaert and   
Maarten Van Alstein
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Advice - Het Vlaamse beleid inzake de lokale aanpak van 
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approach to tackle violent radicalisation)
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ANALYSE

Het Vlaamse beleid 
inzake de lokale 
aanpak van
gewelddadige  
radicalisering

Lore Colaert
Maarten Van Alstein

470720-VP-Lokale Radicalisering-COV-OK.indd   3 23/06/2020   09:51
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In 2020, a new Board of Directors chaired by Jan Peumans was installed at the Flemish 
Peace Institute.  The director, Nils Duquet, is also a member of the Board of Directors.  
Meet the other members:

A new Board of Directors  

Nominated by political parties

Annemie Charlier 

The arms trade and the lack of fundamental peace are major problems today, partly 
because of globalisation. I aim to closely follow the work of the Flemish Peace Institute, 
based on my pacifist and political convictions, and to contribute to a peaceful future in 
Flanders and the world. 

Ward Kennes

As a member of parliament, I have learned to value the recommendations and reports 
from the Flemish Peace Institute for their scientific quality and social relevance. Arms 
trading, peace education and preventing violence and polarisation require ongoing 
attention and substantial research.

Axel Delvoie 

I have been a member of the Board of Directors since this institute was founded, and as 
such I have been able to help shape it. It is a particularly fascinating environment where I 
meet many interesting people and can do my bit as part of a greater whole.

Luc De Vos  

Manufacture, ownership, use and trading of weapons are all delicate issues in their own 
right. It seems obvious to me that the Flemish Parliament should supervise them. It is good 
that parliament is supported by experts from the world of politics, academia and econom-
ics, and last but not least, the peace movement. Based on decades of professional activity, I 
enjoy observing the scientific team who do the preparatory work.
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Alona Lyubayeva 

Through my commitment to the Peace Institute, I want to contribute to greater awareness 
of the fragility of peace, the importance of peace education, and knowledge about weap-
ons, polarisation and warfare. By learning from the past, we can guarantee a peaceful 
future.

Johan Guldix 

Striving for a society free from conflict is vital. We are glad to contribute to that from the 
world of economics as well. I see great value in the combination of these different 
perspectives.

Jan Van Puyvelde 

The right to safety is probably the most essential human right of all. Keeping the principle 
of ‘No more war’ alive and ensuring that weapons do not end up in the wrong hands is 
therefore fundamental.

Jan Boulogne  

The Flemish Peace Institute ensures that parliament is well-documented and the popula-
tion is well-informed. Solid and committed. 

Ria Van Peer

As a child I was fascinated by war stories; I joined peace marches and I have contributed 
professionally to the promotion of peaceful consultation.  It is an honour to represent one 
of the social partners.

Nominated by the SERV
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Peter Wouters  

Disarmament, social justice, social consultation, non-violent dialogue and sustainable 
development are all part of Beweging.net’s mission. The Flemish Peace Institute does 
practical work towards the same goals, and it is a pleasure to contribute. 

Dirk Rochtus

People from different segments of our society discussing issues of peace and the preven-
tion of violence: that is proof that living together begins with dialogue and thinking toge-
ther about answers.  

Ann Pauwels 

It is especially enriching for me, as a member of the Board of Directors, to be involved in 
the generally policy-oriented peace research done by the Peace Institute, as well as the 
strategic policy choices that the Peace Institute makes in these areas. That is why I also 
want to contribute to further consolidation of the expertise and broadening of the 
research.

Tom Sauer 

As a committed academic, I see my role as being able to help determine the priorities of 
the Flemish Peace Institute, including the research agenda (for example regarding 
weapons of mass destruction).

Nominated by the VLIR
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Kristin De Winter  

“No more war” is written on the Yser Tower. That is why I am committed to peace. At the 
Peace Institute, I help work towards more peace and fewer arms exports. It’s a real honour!

Naima Charkaoui 

The Peace Institute’s mission to work towards a more peaceful society is something I 
gladly contribute to based on my affinity with the human rights context.

Merel Selleslach 

Together we have premium access to research, exchange views on it and help determine 
the direction of Flemish policy aimed at promoting peace both locally and 
internationally.

Filip Reyniers (vice chairman)

It is exciting to contribute to policy recommendations supported by the different seg-
ments of society represented on the Board. Despite our different perspectives, we try to 
convey a single vision.

Nominated by the Flemish peace movement

Georges Spriet 

It is an enormous enrichment for social debate and for the creation of long-lasting peace 
when high-quality research is done into factors that trigger violence, the ‘root causes of 
war’ and possibilities to prevent violent conflicts. Contributing to the practical creation of 
this context is a wonderful challenge.  

Co-opted members
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What was the focus of your research this year?
In 2020, my own research agenda mainly consisted of coordinating two large-scale 
international research projects: Project DIVERT, on the diversion of firearms and 
ammunition from the legal circuit into the illegal circuit in Europe, and Project TARGET, 
on the relationship between gun violence and illegal trafficking of firearms in Europe.

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute?
That is a really difficult question, because I had good working relationships with a huge 
variety of people and organisations last year, as the acting director. However, I would 

Nils Duquet
Director
• Obtained a Master of Sociology (2002) and Political Sciences (2004)
• Worked from 2004 until 2006 as a researcher in the Sociology Department at 

the Free University of Brussels (VUB)
• Worked at the Flemish Peace Institute since 2006, first as a researcher, since 

April 2020 as the acting director and since January 2021 as the director.
• As the director, he coordinates the Peace Institute’s two research domains 
• Conducts research himself into controls on conventional arms trade, combating 

the illicit arms trafficking and the prevention of armed violence.

“As for the future, your 
task is not to foresee it 
but to enable it."
- Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 

The Flemish Peace Institute team
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like to thank the people at the Flemish Parliament for their support in this difficult pan-
demic year: to begin begin with, the Speaker of the Flemish Parliament and the other 
members of parliament for their genuine interest in our research activities and for tak-
ing our recommendations on board. Of course I would also like to thank the various 
departments in parliament that ensure we can conduct our work properly, with their 
support in terms of communications, external relations, staff policy and outsourcing  
of research projects, for example, as well as their legal advice and monitoring of  
our finances.  

What was the most confrontational or revealing insight in your subject area this year? 
Illegal arms trafficking in Europe makes most people think of weapons of war being 
smuggled out of the former Yugoslavia. My research in recent years and new research 
results from Project DIVERT this year have shown, however, that the sources of illicit 
arms trafficking and the various kinds of modi operandi are considerably more varied. 
After all, firearms are hard-wearing products that generally have a very long lifecycle. 
That means they can leak from the legal circuit into the illegal circuit at different times. 
It is precisely that diversity that makes combating the illicit arms trafficking  
so complex.

What external research or which researcher in your field are you keeping a particularly close 
eye on right now? 
I’m fascinated by the excellent research work being done by Conflict Armament 
Research, an organisation that gathers information about the weapons present in con-
flict zones. It does that by photographing the weapons and their serial numbers in the 
field, making an inventory of this information and then using it to request explanations 
from the original countries of production about the various steps in the weapon’s lifecy-
cle. That makes it possible to identify leaks in the control system. 

What research or project of your own are you looking forward to in 2021?  
I am really looking forward to Project TARGET. That is the first comparative study of gun 
violence in Europe, and I am really proud that the Flemish Peace Institute is coordinat-
ing this prestigious European project. TARGET will offer insight into the various forms 
of gun violence in Europe and how the perpetrators obtain their weapons. In that way, 
we can contribute to local, national and international policy initiatives to prevent fire-
arm violence by improving the legal control system and reinforcing the prevention of 
illegal arms trafficking. 
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“If we respect truth, we must 
search for it by persistently 
searching for our errors: by 
indefatigable criticism, and 
self-criticism.”

- Karl Popper 

Diederik Cops
Senior researcher
• Master and Doctor of Criminology, and an advanced master’s degree in 

international relations and conflict management
• Between 2008 and 2015, associated with the Leuven Institute of Criminology
• Since January 2016, researcher at the Peace Institute
• Works in the research field of ‘weapons, peace and violence’
• Focuses mainly on the control of foreign trade in conventional military goods 

at the Flemish, European and international level
• Also monitors developments in European defence cooperation, with specific 

attention to public transparency and parliamentary involvement and control.

What was the focus of your research this year?
On the one hand, I paid attention to developments regarding the foreign arms trade,  
a topic I continue to monitor on an ongoing basis. Among other things, this led to a 
research report on the imports of firearms and ammunition into Flanders. We were able 
to have a very interesting and useful exchange of views on this in the Committee on 
Foreign Policy of the Flemish Parliament in May 2020, in the midst of the coronavirus 
crisis. 

On the other hand, I have invested a lot of time and energy in the evaluation process of 
the Flemish Action Plan for the Prevention of Violent Radicalisation and Polarisation. 
That meant issuing, following up and evaluating an external research assignment, 
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redrafting the chapter on youth (welfare) work and working on the introduction and 
general conclusions to the research. The preparation of the advisory note from the 
Board of Directors and presenting the research results in the Flemish Parliament’s 
Committee on Violent Radicalisation and during a webinar hosted by the Flemish Peace 
Institute, both in December 2020, were also part of that work.

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute? 
Within the research project for the evaluation of the Action Plan for the Prevention of 
Violent Radicalisation I found working with Professors Wim Hardyns and Lieven 
Pauwels (Ghent University) particularly rewarding and valuable. They conducted a 
transversal analysis of the Flemish Action Plan for us, as part of the global evaluation of 
that action plan. Despite the difficult circumstances and tight deadline, we were able to 
work together very productively during that period, holding very constructive meetings 
that resulted in a high-quality end product.

What was the most confrontational or revealing insight in your subject area this year?  
What struck me in 2020 in connection with the control of the foreign arms trade is the 
tendency to contest arms export decisions in national courts. In various European 
member states, NGOs have taken legal steps to have the export of weapons, especially 
those intended for use in the conflict in Yemen, stopped by a court. A striking result of 
this tendency is that these trials have ‘forced’ many governments to offer more insight 
into and explanations of their decision-making processes for arms exports. For a very 
long time, such information was (and actually still is) an aspect where there was (and is) 
very little willingness to communicate transparently.  

What external research or which researcher in your field are you keeping a particularly close 
eye on right now? 
It won’t come as much of surprise, but I will certainly be keeping a close eye on SIPRI 
and, specifically, the researchers in the ‘dual-use and arms trade control programme’ in 
2021. In doing so, I am particularly looking forward to their work on the new Dual Use 
Regulation and what their conclusions might mean for Flemish control practices and 
our own research in this field.

What research or project of your own are you looking forward to in 2021?  
I am really looking forward to the research project on the control of military goods in 
transit that we are currently conducting at the request of the Flemish Parliament’s 
Committee on Foreign Policy. To date, it appears from interviews and the literature that 
there is a great amount of interest in this issue and our research, both in Flanders and 
internationally. That makes it a great challenge to produce a good research report before 
the end of this year that is not only capable of optimising Flemish controls, but also con-
tributing to international debates on this issue.
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What was the focus of your research this year?
In 2020, most of my attention was devoted to two research projects. Firstly, I worked 
with my colleagues Diederik and Annelies on editing a book about the Flemish Action 
Plan for the Prevention of Violent Radicalisation and Polarisation. The work included 
both developing the general framework (introduction and general conclusions) as well 
as a contribution on local policy. Secondly, I conducted research into polarisation.  
I mainly considered it from an educational angle: how can professional educators deal 
with increasing tensions and conflicts at school?

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute?
That is a difficult question. There are many partners that the Peace Institute has good 
working relationships with: the Evens Foundation, the Vredescentrum (Peace Centre), 
the Bijzonder Comité voor Herinneringseducatie (Special Committee for Remembrance 
Education), Euroclio, the Auschwitz Foundation, FARO, the Aurore Ruyffelaere Fund, 
the netwerk wij-zij (‘us-them network’), the educational networks, teacher training pro-
grammes at universities and university colleges, etc.... If I had to mention one person by 

Maarten Van Alstein
Senior researcher
• Historian interested in conflict, violence and peace 
• Works in the research field of ‘peace, conflict and society’
• Researches topics such as conflict transformation, polarisation, peace 

education and how we can learn from the violent past.

“Thinking is more interesting 
than knowing, but not than 
looking."

- Goethe 
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name, it would be Marjan Verplancke at the Hannah Arendt Institute. She is a commit-
ted, driven and warm-hearted colleague whom I have had the pleasure of working with 
regularly in the past year on projects to do with how we can deal with conflict and pola-
risation in Flemish schools.

What was the most confrontational or revealing insight in your subject area this year? 
I was interested to read Judith Butler’s new book, The Force of Nonviolence, in which 
she argues among other things that an ethics and practice of nonviolence must not be 
an individual or passive matter, but should be linked to political activism for social 
transformation, justice and equality.  

What external research or which researcher in your field are you keeping a particularly close 
eye on right now? 
There is a lot of fascinating research being done into polarisation right now. In the 
Flemish context, I'm interested in Textgain’s work on monitoring online hate speech 
and polarisation.

What research or project of your own are you looking forward to in 2021? 
How can we learn from a violent past to achieve peace? In 2021, the Peace Institute once 
again intends to devote itself more to the question of how schools and museums can 
approach histories and memories of war and violence, such as the colonial past, WW1, 
WW2 and the Holocaust, in a way that is oriented towards peace.
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Micky Ryckaert
Office & Event Manager
Has been working as part-time Office & 
Event Manager at the Flemish Peace 
Institute since May 2017. Is responsible for 
the practical organisation of events and is 
co-responsible for internal administrative 
and supporting tasks.

 
What aspect of your work in 2020 required the most attention?
My attention was focused on maintaining group dynamics, although working from 
home was the norm everywhere. I have experienced that, despite all the difficulties, we 
were able to put together a valuable, substantive year and that, despite the contact 
restrictions imposed, we have nevertheless grown into a close-knit team. 

What was the biggest professional challenge that the coronavirus year brought?
When we had to work from home, a lot changed, not least in my specific tasks: organising 
events. What was physical became virtual and digital. I have always worked behind the 
scenes, but now I was working more behind computer screens. The focus was now on vir-
tual meetings and webinars. These are different tasks, a different way of working, with 
fewer in-person encounters at the workplace. So what I have missed is the human contact 
with colleagues and also with the people of the Flemish Parliament with whom I regularly 
collaborated for physical events.  

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute? 
I have been able to work well with the people from external relations of the Flemish 
Parliament to ensure that the reorganisation of our various events runs smoothly, some-
times with multiple postponements and starting over again... We were flexible and cre-
ative in converting pre-planned events into virtual ones.

What event or project are you looking forward to in 2021?      
I am particularly looking forward to helping to organise the presentation of our 2020 
annual report.  I hope this annual report can be presented at a physical event, the way 
we did in the past. I have the same ambition for the Flemish Peace Institute’s 15th anni-
versary celebrations: hopefully we can celebrate our anniversary without excessive 
restrictions and with plenty of guests. If so, it will symbolise a return to a normal life for 
me –both professionally and privately - because I really did miss that in 2020...

“Learning a whole lifetime; keep on 
learning from the next generation and 
pass on useful knowledge and 
experience to them."
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What aspect of your work in 2020 required the most attention?
I really enjoy working on project proposals to attract external funding. Preparing the 
budget and ensuring the details in the proposal are correct is always very intensive 
work. Managing to submit it on time is a source of enormous satisfaction. We spent the 
autumn working on a project proposal of that kind and now we’re waiting to see 
whether we will be granted the project.

What was the biggest professional challenge that the coronavirus year brought?  
The obvious: working from home. Losing contact with my colleagues. You don’t tend to 
chat much on Teams... We did plan weekly team meetings from the outset to keep in 
touch with what the others were doing. At the beginning of lockdown, nobody knew 
what to expect. People who needed to could talk about their concerns during the team 
meeting and that was very valuable.

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute?  
We needed to change our supplier for the layout of our reports because a framework con-
tract expired. The new supplier is very professional. They are understanding about all the 
changes we make and adapted quickly. So we’re really impressed!

What event or project are you looking forward to in 2021?
I’m looking forward to contributing to the start of our Peace Platform. Our new commu-
nication plan fleshes out an idea that we had been working on for the past few years. 
How can we better inform politicians, academics, people in civil society and interested 
citizens and make them curious about our work? The Peace Platform function is 
intended to draw attention to news, events and publications by other research institutes 
and organisations, and to enable our audience to familiarise themselves with peace 
issues in an accessible manner. It is bound to be interesting, but it’s also going to be a 
challenge to combine this project with all the other projects we have going on.

Margarida Ferro
Office Manager
Has worked as the Office Manager at the 
Flemish Peace Institute since September 
2007. Responsible for finances and other 
supporting matters, and is passionate about 
processes and planning.

"It is never too late to be what 
you might have been."

- George Eliot
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Matteo Dressler
Researcher
• Social scientist with a research back-

ground in peace and conflict studies.
• Works in the research field of ‘weapons, 

peace and violence’.
• Specialises in researching firearms diver-

sion from the legal to the illegal circuit in 
the European Union. 

What was the focus of your research this year? 
In 2020, I dedicated all my time to Project 
DIVERT that focuses on the diversion of legal 
firearms. One of my priorities has been 
researching how armed conflicts and changes to 
firearms legislation can lead to weapons disap-
pearing into the illegal circuit. 

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute?
Against the challenging backdrop of the global pandemic, our research team managed 
to have online discussions with many law enforcement experts and policymakers at a 
European and national level on the theme of firearms diversion. I am particularly 
pleased that we could build up trust with these key informants during our project. 

What was the most confrontational or revealing insight in your subject area this year? 
Above all, I was astonished by the number of firearms that seem to be buried in places 
near former World War Two battlefields all over Europe. Our research has revealed that 
some of these weapons are being dug up, repaired and even illicitly traded.

What external research or which researcher in your field are you keeping a particularly close 
eye on right now?  
I would like to recommend the following books: Strangers in Their Own Land by Arlie 
Russel Hochschild and The Politics of Resentment by Katherine J. Cramer. These two 
books broadened my insight into the subject of social and political polarisation.

What research or project of your own are you looking forward to in 2021?  
In 2021, I will focus on examing gun violence in Europe as part of Project TARGET.

“Seeing something and 
understanding something are 
two very different things.”

- Haruki Murakami
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What was the focus of your research this year?
In 2020 I focused on the diversion of firearms in the EU, more specifically theft and 
fraud. Although I looked at Europe as a whole, I also did in-depth research on the diver-
sion of firearms in Belgium and Croatia.

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute?
As part of Project DIVERT, we gathered a lot of information from our cooperation and 
(virtual) meetings with our operational partners (the Belgian Federal Police and 
Europol) and many firearms experts.

What was the most confrontational or revealing insight in your subject area this year? 
Sharing information and cooperating at a European level are crucial to combating ille-
gal firearms trafficking. As soon as the conversation between national authorities got 
going, they started looking for solutions together and sometimes also became aware of 
problems they may have overlooked in their own country.    

What external research or which researcher in your field are you keeping a particularly close 
eye on right now?  
In my case, I’m concentrating on the Twitter accounts of Calibre Obscura and Matt 
Schroeder about firearms, the NGO Disclose that does investigative journalism and 
UNDP SEESAC, which focuses on the current developments in security and illegal fire-
arms trafficking in the Western Balkans.

What research or project of your own are you looking forward to in 2021?  
I am looking forward to starting the TARGET project and writing the country study 
about armed violence in Belgium and the link with illegal firearms trading.

Quitterie de Labbey
Researcher
• Obtained a master’s degree in international 

and European governance, strategy and risk 
management and did internships at SIPRI, 
GRIP and the German Ministry of Defence.

• Works in the research field of ‘weapons, 
peace and violence’

• Concentrates on research into the diversion 
of firearms from the legal to the illegal 
circuit and attempts to fill gaps in research 
into armed violence and illegal arms 
trafficking.

“There are no wrong notes on the 
piano, just better choices..”

- Thelonious Monk
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What was the focus of your research this year?
This year, most of my attention was devoted to evaluating the Flemish Action Plan for 
the Prevention of Violent Radicalisation and Polarisation. The Flemish Peace Institute 
was commissioned by the Agency for Home Affairs and the Flemish Parliament to eval-
uate the Flemish government’s policy, and we did so by considering various aspects such 
as education, youth welfare work and the local approach. In the context of this research, 
I conducted a study of the evolving context of violent radicalisation and extremism in 
Flanders.

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute?
In 2020 I worked closely with the European Commission’s Radicalisation Awareness 
Network. This network brings together front-line practitioners from all over Europe and 

Annelies Pauwels
Researcher
• LLM in international criminal law and MSc in intercultural mediation with 

a specialisation in Arabic and Russian languages and cultures.
• Works in the research field of ‘peace, conflict and society’.
• Focuses on (violent) radicalisation.
• Has conducted research in the past into crime prevention and international 

security at the EU Institute for Security Studies (EUISS), UN Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC) and UN Interregional Crime and Justice Research 
Institute (UNICRI).

“Truth extracts  
order from chaos.”

- Jordan Peterson
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connects them to academics and policymakers, with the aim of sharing knowledge and 
experiences relevant to preventing and countering violent extremism. For example,  
I wrote a policy- and practice-oriented paper  with regard to the current manifestations 
of right-wing extremism in Europe. In it I consider the extent to which measures to 
combat previous right-wing extremist expressions apply to today’s context.

What was the most confrontational or revealing insight in your subject area this year?  
2020 was a very unusual year, particularly because of the Covid-19 pandemic. This situ-
ation demonstrated once again how extremist groups and movements thrive in chaos. 
Extremist movements from various ideological backgrounds took advantage of current 
events: for example, they manipulated the global pandemic (or the apocalyptic narra-
tive it suggested) in their radical narratives in order to unite their followers, attract new 
sympathisers and incite them to action.

What external research or which researcher in your field are you keeping a particularly close 
eye on right now?  
I’m looking forward to the first results of the project PARTICIPATION - Analysing and 
Preventing Extremism Via Participation. This is a European project being implemented 
by a consortium of 15 research institutions in various European countries. The Flemish 
Peace Institute is a member of the advisory board for this project. The project includes a 
focus on processes of radicalisation and collecting existing practices and tools aimed at 
preventing and detecting radicalisation and extremism.

What research or project of your own are you looking forward to in 2021?  
One of the topics I will be working on in 2021 is the prevention of (violent) tensions in 
public spaces. I am looking forward to immersing myself in the subject and especially to 
looking at the role of social dynamics in various forms of tension and violence that 
occur in public spaces.
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What aspect of your work in 2020 required the 
most attention?
2020 was a year full of new plans for the 
Flemish Peace Institute.  In the summer 
months, I was hard at work with our director, 
Nils Duquet, on a new communication plan 
spanning several years, which was approved 
by the Board of Directors in autumn. 

What was the biggest professional challenge that the coronavirus year brought?  
Covid-19 was not the only big change for me in 2020.  Starting this new job at the 
Flemish Peace Institute was another.  I quickly got used to the almost 100% digital way 
of working, but I’m still looking forward to when I can look my colleagues in the eye at 
meetings without a webcam.  

With whom did you work exceptionally well this year outside the Flemish Peace Institute?  
I’d like to praise everyone involved in the 11 November Lecture. It was cancelled at the 
last minute, but we had come up with a creative presentation with the historian Koen 
Aerts, the wind quintet Bois de Vivre and our partners at the In Flanders Fields Museum 
and Ypres City of Peace. Hopefully we will be able to hold the event at a later date.

What event or project are you looking forward to in 2021?
We are planning a huge number of new events, for example for the International Day of 
Peace on 21 September. To be honest I’m looking forward to every single event where we 
can share our research and recommendations live with an interested audience.     

Wouter Claes
Communications Manager
• Degrees in political sciences and 

journalism, experience in the world of 
books and the film and media sector 
(including Knack and Trends). 

• Previously launched films, magazines and 
books. 

• Is now fully committed to conveying the 
research and recommendations of the 
Flemish Peace Institute to the general 
public in a digital age with a smart 
combination of text and images. 

“It’s better to create something 
that others criticise than to 
create nothing and criticise 
others.”

- Ricky Gervais
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Educational activities in 2020

Informing the Flemish Parliament and the general public as to the results of the research 
conducted is one of the Peace Institute’s core tasks. The aim here is to stimulate the 
sharing of ideas and visions on topics related to peace. Furthermore, the creation of a 
‘platform function’ is a strategic goal in the new 2020-2024 strategic plan. That is why 
preparations also began in 2020 to orient the communication and events policy more 
towards interested citizens.

In 2020, the Flemish Peace Institute presented its annual report in the Foreign Policy 
Committee (4/09/2020), but the Peace Institute also played an active role in 24 other 
events. A glance at these events demonstrates that they are wide-ranging, from 
presenting research results in parliamentary committees to lectures for the general 
public, presentations at academic conferences, guest lectures at universities and other 
higher education institutions, and actively participating in various panel discussions and 
specialised workshops. These activities were held both in Belgium and abroad, and they 
ensured that the Peace Institute could make its voice heard and stimulate discussion 
about peace and the prevention of violence.

Obviously the possibilities for the researchers at the Flemish Peace Institute were also 
restricted by the Covid-19 crisis. Several lectures were postponed, and from March 2020 
onwards, most educational activities were almost exclusively digital. The Flemish Peace 
Institute also made the transition to holding online webinars itself, culminating in the 
organisation of an enthusiastically attended webinar on the evaluation of the Flemish 
Action Plan for the Prevention of Violent Radicalisation.

In the following paragraphs, we will offer an overview of these activities for each of the 
Peace Institute’s research clusters.
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Educational activities in the research field of  
‘peace, conflict and society’  

On 16 January, the Peace Institute organised a much-appreciated lunch seminar at the 
Flemish Parliament on the past, present and future of pacifism. Is there a need for a 
revival of pacifism as a global political practice? A lecture by Jorg Kustermans (University 
of Antwerp) was followed by a panel discussion with Amélie Verfaillie (researcher at the 
Peace Institute) and Filip Reyniers (director of the IPIS and vice chairman of the Peace 
Institute). 

In the area of research devoted to violent radicalisation, the researcher Annelies Pauwels 
gave a lecture on 25 May during the webinar “How to Map the Ikhwan's Presence in an 
Uncharted Region” organised by GLOBSEC and the Counter Extremism Project (CEP),  
in which she drew attention to the rise of political Islam in its various forms in  
Western Europe. 

On 2 December, the Peace Institute held an online event presenting the book 
Gewelddadige radicalisering & polarisering - Beleid & preventie in Vlaanderen: Evaluatie 
en uitdagingen (Violent Radicalisation and Polarisation - Policy and Prevention in 
Flanders: Evaluation and Challenges), in which the institute evaluates the Flemish Action 
Plan for the Prevention of Violent Radicalisation and Polarisation at the request of the 
Flemish Parliament and the Flemish government’s Agency for Home Affairs.

In the line of research that deals with peace education, the researcher Maarten Van 
Alstein gave several lectures on dealing with controversy and polarisation in schools. For 
example, he spoke at a training day organised by Kazerne Dossin and GO! at the 27th 
annual conference of Euroclio, the European Association of History Educators, and at an 
online workshop in the teacher training course at Howest University of Applied Sciences 
in Oudenaarde.

In the line of research into remembrance and peace education, Maarten Van Alstein gave 
a lecture on 7 February as part of the 2019-2020 workshop series by Ghent University's 
TAPAS network on ‘Practising History in Super-Diverse Societies: Possibilities, 
Challenges, Dilemmas’. Because of the Covid-19 measures, the 11 November Lecture by 
Koen Aerts that the Peace Institute had intended to organise in partnership with the In 
Flanders Fields Museum and Ypres City of Peace has been postponed until 2021.

Educational activities in the research field of  
‘weapons, peace and violence’ 

The exceptional circumstances in 2020 meant that various events of our own where we 
had planned to present our research on the arms trade and the use of weapons had to be 
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cancelled or postponed. Ultimately the Peace Institute was only able to participate in one 
physical event last year to present our research, which was an Expert Meeting  within 
the Initiative on Criminal Justice Responses to the Linkages between Terrorism and 
Transnational Organized Crimes, organised by the Global Counter Terrorism Forum on 12 
February in Malta. 

However, the Peace Institute did present its research results and recommendations on the 
arms trade and the use of weapons by digital means. For example, the research report and 
accompanying recommendations on controlling imports of firearms and ammunition in 
Flanders was presented on 12 May and discussed extensively in the Flemish Parliament’s 
Foreign Policy Committee. On 22 September, an exchange of views with the committee 
members was held about our fact sheet and accompanying advisory note concerning the 
annual report on the Flemish foreign arms trade 2019. Furthermore, the Peace Institute 
organised six digital expert meetings in the summer and autumn of 2020 on the risks of 
the diversion of firearms from the legal to the illegal circuit in Europe, and ways of avoid-
ing this as much as possible. Some of these expert meetings were held in response to the 
new European Action Plan on firearms trafficking. 

Moreover, the Peace Institute also held various digital lectures and presentations in 2020 
on arms-related issues at other organisations’ events. We reached a national and interna-
tional audience with these activities. For example, the Peace Institute participated in a vir-
tual conference organised by Politeia with a lecture on the illegal arms trade and the ques-
tion of how criminals obtain their weapons (4 December). With regard to the prevention 
of illegal firearms, the Peace Institute was also asked to contribute to a webinar by the EU 
and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) on Europe’s policy and 
responses to illicit firearms trafficking (17 September) and to a webinar organised by the 
EU delegation in Mexico on cooperation between the EU and Mexico in the prevention of 
illicit firearms trafficking (20 October). The Peace Institute also took part in the Next 
Generation Workshop by the EU Non-Proliferation and Disarmament Consortium, with a 
presentation on arms trade regulation and the fight against illicit small arms and light 
weapons (25 November). With regard to the topic of the international trade in defence-re-
lated goods, the Peace Institute was asked to contribute to the annual COARM-NGO con-
ference (6 October) on the review of the EU’s common position on arms exports. The latter 
lecture was also published in full on the Peace Institute’s website. 

The Peace Institute was asked several times in 2020 to give guest lectures on various 
aspects of the international legal and illegal arms trade. As such, we gave guest lectures 
on the characteristics of illicit arms trafficking and the European policy on it at Tilburg 
University (2 October), on the impact of illicit firearms trafficking on armed conflicts 
around the world in the course ‘Transnational Organized Crime & Conflict’ at VU 
Amsterdam (3 March) and on the proliferation of small arms and light weapons in the 
seminar 'Instability factors' in Higher Security and Defence Studies (14 November).
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In 2020, the Flemish Peace Institute also gained a new Scientific Council.  This Council eva-
luates the quality of the Peace Institute’s research, advises the Board of Directors and 
Scientific Secretariat on important trends in peace and security, and can be consulted about 
the research underway. 

The Scientific Council is composed of the Vice Chair of the Board of Directors, the Director 
of the Peace Institute and eight Belgian and foreign specialists.  Find out below why they 
enjoy contributing to the work of the Flemish Peace Institute.      

Prof. Dr. Sven Biscop 

Professor at Ghent University and director of the programme  
‘Europe in the World’ at the Egmont Royal Institute for International 
Relations.

“In my work I am often concerned with strategy, armed forces and war. It is good to  
alternate my perspective with the Peace Institute’s approach.” 

Prof. Dr. J. Peter Burgess 

Professor at the Ecole Normale Supérieure in Paris and Adjunct 
Professor at the University of Copenhagen.

“The unique cultural, historical, political and geopolitical challenges of peace research in 
a Flemish context continue to raise new questions and create new perspectives for me.”

Presentation of the Scientific Council

Dr. Sibylle Bauer 
Director of Studies, Armament & Disarmament at SIPRI.

“It is a pleasure for me to support and advise the Flemish Peace Institute in its sustained 
and important contribution to key areas of peace research, based on independent,  
evidence-based analyses.”
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Prof. Dr. Keith Krause  

Professor at the Graduate Institute of International and Development 
Studies in Geneva.

“The Flemish Peace Institute makes a genuine contribution to the debate on peace and 
safety in Flanders and elsewhere.  It’s great to support the researchers and staff in that.”

Prof. Dr. Letizia Paoli   

Full professor of criminology in the Faculty of Law at KU Leuven.

“I have done my own extensive research into actors and activities of organised crime, the 
link with terrorism and the associated control policy. I am enthusiastic about the Flemish 
Peace Institute’s excellent research into arms trading and radicalisation.”

Dr. Marcel Maussen 

Assistant Professor in the Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences at 
the University of Amsterdam.

“I enormously enjoy the discussions we have within the Scientific Council and with 
individual researchers at the Flemish Peace Institute. Besides giving me insight into the 
Flemish context, it also provides me with a new perspective regarding my own interest in 
the dynamics of conflict and mutual understanding in situations of cultural, religious and 
political diversity. ”

Dr. Geert Castryck 

Senior researcher and lecturer at Leipzig University.

"I love the way applied research into peace and remembrance education provides a 
complement to my academic interest in colonial history, historic traces of violent events 
from the past, decolonisation and history teaching.”
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Prof. Dr. Ismee Tames  
Head of the War & Society programme at the Institute for War, Holocaust 
and Genocide Studies (NIOD) in Amsterdam and endowed professor of the 
History and Meaning of Resistance to War and Persecution at Utrecht 
University.

“As a member of the Flemish Peace Institute’s Scientific Council, I can connect with 
colleagues and exchange ideas at a different level to purely academic debates. I hope that 
my contribution will inspire the Peace Institute in its research work and dialogue with 
society at large.”
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The Scientific Council evaluates the quality of the Flemish Peace 
Institute’s research and advises the Board of Directors and Scientific 
Secretariat on important trends in research into peace and security.

As in previous years, the Scientific Council has mainly based its evaluation of the qual-
ity of the Peace Institute’s research on the publications the institute has produced itself. 
However, the council follows the institute’s numerous other activities with interest, 
including lectures and contributions by researchers to other events. For example, Nils 
Duquet and Matteo Dressler wrote an opinion piece on the Knack website in June 2020 
about the impact of the coronavirus crisis on the supply of and demand for firearms. 
They warned that it would be a mistake to reduce alertness to the importation of illegal 
firearms on the basis that the influx would decrease due to travel restrictions. The 
researcher Maarten Van Alstein published Versteende geschiedenis? (History Set in 
Stone?) in November 2020, in which he responds to the debate on the imagining of colo-
nial heritage in the light of Flemish historical awareness. He pleads in favour of critical 
and democratic dialogue on violent episodes from the past and historic injustice. The 
Scientific Council believes that interventions in public debate of this kind are highly 
valuable because they reveal the latest research by the Peace Institute to a wider 
audience.

Besides its core task – evaluating the Peace Institute’s research – the Scientific Council 
contributed to the selection procedure for the new director in 2020. A new Scientific 
Council was also appointed for a period of five years.

The Scientific Council noted in previous reports that it has witnessed the Peace Institute 
growing into a respected source of reliable information and empirical recommenda-
tions for the Flemish Parliament. As in previous years, the Scientific Council has struc-
tured its evaluation based on the two thematic research areas in which the Peace 
Institute does its work.

Scientific Council  
Evaluation Report 2020

30 January 2020
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Weapons, peace and violence
Research into the arms trade and arms use has been the Peace Institute’s core activity 
since it was founded. In May, Diederik Cops and Nils Duquet published De invoer van 
vuurwapens en munitie in Vlaanderen. Evoluties, verklaringen en uitdagingen voor con-
trole. (The importation of firearms and ammunition into Flanders. Evolutions, explana-
tions and challenges for control). The research reported on in this report focused on 
changes in the importation of firearms and ammunition into Flanders between 2013 and 
2018. Besides the Peace Institute’s own database, quantitative data was collected with the 
help of other data sources, and a survey was used to try to gain an accurate image of the 
situation in terms of the possession of firearms. Furthermore, in-depth interviews exam-
ined how control systems function and how the development of the trade in firearms 
relates to the existing forms of control.  

This research contributes significant added value by offering a good picture of the chain 
of importation and possession of various types of firearms and of how controls on this 
chain work in practice. Besides demonstrating the extent of firearms possession, it shows 
the various ways in which different permits are granted and how the weapons arrive in 
Flanders by different routes.

The scientific quality of the research is excellent. That is partly because the researchers 
reflect carefully on the various data sources, considering whether they can be combined 
with each other, and if so, how, and what inferences can be made from doing so. 
Additionally, a diversified approach was chosen with quantitative analysis based on vari-
ous data sets, a survey (combined with the complementary surveys available) and a recon-
struction of the control system based on laws, regulations and interviews. The Peace 
Institute has made it clear once again with this report that it is one of the leading centres 
of expertise in Europe in this field. In 2020, the Peace Institute also coordinated two large-
scale European research projects on the diversion of firearms (Project DIVERT) and gun 
violence (Project TARGET). This did not culminate in publications in 2020, but the 
Scientific Council is certainly looking forward to publications in 2021. The role played by 
the Peace Institute in these projects confirms the excellent international research reputa-
tion the Peace Institute enjoys with regard to weapons issues.
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Dealing with conflicts and violence in society
In 2020, two extensive publications were brought out by this cluster ensuing from vari-
ous evaluations of policy relating to tackling radicalisation at a Flemish and local level. 
The first report was written by Lore Colaert and Maarten Van Alstein at the request of 
the Flemish Parliament's Radicalisation Committee, and is entitled Het Vlaamse beleid 
inzake de lokale aanpak van gewelddadige radicalisering (Flemish policy on the local 
approach to violent radicalisation). This study was intended to evaluate Flemish support 
for the local approach to radicalisation as provided for in the Flemish Action Plan and 
focused specifically on support (including financial support) for nine local governments 
(Antwerp, Ghent, Vilvoorde, Mechelen, Aalst, Menin, Zele, Maaseik and Ostend). One 
aspect of this study was a focus on youth work. It reveals an image of a sector (youth 
welfare work) that plays an important role in all kinds of ways in the ‘fundamental pre-
vention’ of polarisation and the removal of a breeding ground for radicalisation. The 
descriptive nature of the study, and the amount of attention it pays to discussing ‘defini-
tions of problems and directions in which solutions can be found' make it very clear 
how problematic this policy area is. 

The report is well designed and pays considerable attention to the reconstruction of the 
policy’s aims and its internal coherence, with the aim of determining the extent to which 
the policy has been effective and adequate. It gradually becomes clear from the analysis 
that the aim of the policy was primarily to support local policy and the local approach, and 
to facilitate the exchange of knowledge and insights. Clarity as to the (limited) aim of the 
policy is essential, because that makes it clear that the Flemish government does not nec-
essarily want to articulate an independent vision of the way in which violent extremism 
can or should be prevented or dealt with. The Flemish government does not intend to 
design actions or interventions itself. The Scientific Council believes that this is an 
important insight for Flemish policy practice, as well as for scientific research into this 
type of policy and the possible role to which higher levels of government may aspire in 
this area.

The added scientific value offered by the research is also found in the description of the 
interventions, where several insights from the scientific literature are partially con-
firmed. For example, this applies to the importance of developing good networks to be 
able to quickly and efficiently share expertise. Another set of ‘best practices’ mentioned 
in the part of the study dealing with education is effective ways of involving, supporting 
and training people on the ground (such as lecturers) in accessible ways, working on the 
basis of their own definitions of the problem (the helplines and contacts turned out to 
be especially effective here). The various parts of the study offer a good overview of the 
scope of the interventions, and by placing the emphasis on analysing the adequacy and 
effectiveness of the policy applied, the reader gets a feel for the entire policy area.
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The aforementioned report is also incorporated in a revised, abridged version in a report 
edited by Diederik Cops, Annelies Pauwels and Maarten Van Alstein, entitled 
Gewelddadige radicalisering en polarisering – Beleid & preventie in Vlaanderen: 
Evaluatie en uitdagingen (Violent radicalisation and polarisation – Policy & prevention in 
Flanders: Evaluation and challenges). This substantial report of more than 300 pages con-
sists of a general evaluation of the Flemish Action Plan, commissioned by the Flemish 
government's Agency for Home Affairs (ABB). The ‘cross-cutting scan’ of the policy (chap-
ter 1), as well as the analysis of current challenges (chapter 5) and general conclusions 
(chapter 6) ensure that this report offers a good balance of broader analyses and an eye for 
empirical detail. As a whole, the report provides a good picture of the difficult reality of 
preventive policies on radicalisation and offers an excellent guide to the international lit-
erature on radicalisation and anti-radicalisation policy for a Flemish audience. 

The researchers present targeted recommendations on the way in which policy could be 
developed in the future, by seeking a broader view that encompasses polarisation and 
other forms of extremism. Although anti-radicalisation policy was shaped in the context 
of people joining the war in Syria and attacks from extreme jihadist quarters, there is cur-
rently a need for policy that can also react to right-wing extremism and the growing popu-
larity of conspiracy theories on the internet. 

This report, contributed to by a large number of authors and researchers, is a publication 
of major interest that constitutes a crucial source of information and insight thanks to its 
scope and level of detail. The Peace Institute can look back on it with pride, especially in 
combination with the book published in 2017 'De-radicalisation'. Scientific insights for 
policy, with which the institute put itself on the map of this field. The Scientific Council 
also applauds the fact that various activities will be developed in 2021 to share the 
research findings with interested parties and stakeholders, including a series of thematic 
webinars. The various fact sheets derived from these studies also form an important 
source of information for interested parties.
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In the opinion of the Scientific Council, the research reports and activities initiated by 
the Peace Institute in 2020 were of very high scientific quality. The council also believes 
that the researchers succeed well in seeking debate with the relevant scientific commu-
nities and sees that there is wider interest in the research, as is clear from the participa-
tion of Peace Institute staff in academic conferences, guest lectures at different univer-
sities and various panel discussions. The educational activities relating to the research 
we have done, policy recommendations and the fact sheets mentioned above help to 
ensure that the research findings also find their way to policymakers, civil servants 
involved in implementing policy and directors. The Scientific Council is also enthusias-
tic about the way the institute is more emphatically fulfilling a role as a platform to 
make available knowledge and insights accessible to different parties. In this way, the 
impact of the research on policy can be facilitated even more.
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Liesbeth Homans, 
Speaker of the Flemish Parliament.

““Over the past 15 years, the Flemish Over the past 15 years, the Flemish 
Peace Institute has provided the Peace Institute has provided the 
members of the Flemish Parliament members of the Flemish Parliament 
and policymakers with huge and policymakers with huge 
amounts of valuable and scientifi-amounts of valuable and scientifi-
cally substantiated recommenda-cally substantiated recommenda-
tions on subjects ranging from the tions on subjects ranging from the 
focus on the arms trade to new top-focus on the arms trade to new top-
ics like polarisation and radicalisa-ics like polarisation and radicalisa-
tion. The ambition for the future is tion. The ambition for the future is 
to have an even more prominent to have an even more prominent 
presence in the public debate on presence in the public debate on 
peace issues and conflict manage-peace issues and conflict manage-
ment. The Peace Institute can ment. The Peace Institute can 
count on my full support in that.count on my full support in that.””  

Fifteen Years of the Flemish Peace Institute
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