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COMMUNITY MEDIATION FOR A DIVIDED MAIN STREET
John Dellamore

The political division across the United States has increasingly been documented over the
last several years. Issues ranging from police brutality to COVID-19 restrictions have led many
to take to the streets in protest. A unique feature of these protests, at least in terms of the last few
decades, is that they are not isolated to major cities. In the context of Black Lives Matter, many
have noted the increased prevalence of protests among small town residents.> While Black Lives
Matter was likely a significant catalyst to the demonstrations in these towns, participation amongst
residents has focused on a broad set of issues. The protests are not uniform in belief in these areas;
to the contrary, counter-protests have become equally prevalent.?

A recent example of this occurred in Cortez, Colorado. Mayor Mike Lavey watched as
protestors and counter-protesters clashed on issues including police brutality, COVID-19
restrictions, critical race theory in the school curriculum, and the 2020 election.®> The weekly
clashes have created significant divides among residents and have led many to avoid areas where
the large groups interact.* Many in the community, including the mayor, have been concerned
about the ensuing violence, particularly from a radical, right-wing militia group.®

Some within the community have suggested bringing in a mediator. Dawn Robertson, an
organizer for Walk for Justice and Peace, has noted that she would be open to meeting with the
Montezuma County Patriots, a right-wing group in Cortez, if there was a mediator present.® While
the mayor decided against hiring a mediator, the consideration in Cortez presents an interesting
and topical application of alternative dispute resolution.”

Community mediation is not a recent phenomenon in the U.S. Some have gone as far as
saying that community mediation is ingrained in the American experience, as it is “truly dispute
resolution ‘of the people, by the people, and for the people.””® Community mediation became
popular in the 1960s and 1970s, as traditional dispute resolution methods employed in smaller
communities became unavailable to the populations moving to urban centers.® Along with
urbanization, many felt that the overburdened court system was not the best tool to deal with more
community-based disputes.® Alongside the popularization of community mediation, the Civil
Rights Movement in the United States was gaining momentum across the country. Similar to
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today, these demonstrations were not isolated to major cities, as activism, such as “sit-ins” and
voter registration efforts, occurred throughout the country.!* The popularization of community
mediation and the momentum of the Civil Rights Movement led to the creation of the Community
Relations Service (“CRS”) as part of the 1964 Civil Rights Act.!?

CRS, which continues to be a component of the U.S. Department of Justice, aims to be
“‘America’s Peacemaker’ for communities in conflict by mediating disputes and enhancing
community capacity to independently prevent and resolve future conflicts.”*® CRS offers a variety
of services to local communities, including third-party mediators, facilitation services, and
mediation training.* CRS was active in Sanford, Florida, where they worked with community
organizations, clergy, and the police department during the 2013 trial of George Zimmerman.®®
Among other things, CRS worked with relevant stakeholders to stop the spread of misinformation
and help promote nonviolence.®

In addition to government programs, there are several organizations that provide
community mediation services.  The National Association for Community Mediation
(“NAFCM”), a group formed by community mediation practitioners, states that the purpose of
community mediation is “to preserve individual interests while strengthening relationships and
building connections between people and groups, and to re-create systems that make communities
work for all of us.”*” To this end, NAFCM has proliferated nine “hallmarks” of community
mediation, which focus on inclusivity and are used to guide community mediation efforts.8

There are issues in these communities that are difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile.
However, the fear of violence is “no essential part of any exposition of ideas.”*® Community
mediation can be useful in reducing this fear by creating inclusive zones of debate and cooperation
and by reducing the spread of misinformation.
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