[image: image1.png]




2009 HOPE COLLEGE MODEL UNITED NATIONS

ORGAN: AGA
DIRECTOR: Lauren Johnson 
TOPIC: Ethnic Independent Movements
Advanced General Assembly – Ethnic Independent Movements
As stated in the Hope College MUN ’09 handbook, ethnic independent movements have been prevalent in global society since the establishment of nation states in 1644.  Ethnic groups generally consist of a number of people with similar ethnicity that live in a nation where they are the minority.  In the case of ethnic movements, the groups strive to gain independence from the nation in which they are living.  One of the main problems with these movements arises in the mere fact that most ethnic minorities are unable to grant adequate governments to sustain themselves.  The key questions of this issue are, what qualifications are required for an ethnic minority to declare itself independent, and who decides whether a declaration of independence by an ethnic movement is or should be recognized?

Before answering such questions, it is important to fully understand the concepts involved.  David Romano (2006) classifies ethnic minority nationalists as groups who demand “power and recognition as a group from the states in which they live” (1).  Although not always the case, it is often true that the minorities are maltreated and suppressed, forming the basis of their desire for independence.  Other scholars argue for the existence of fundamental causes of ethnic conflicts.  Such factors would include structural factors (weak states, geography, etc.), political factors (elite politics, discriminatory institutions, etc.), economic/social factors (economic development and modernization problems), and cultural/perceptual factors (patterns of cultural discrimination) (Brown, 1997, 4-13).

The term ethnic or ethnicity can be defined as a “group identity based on some notion of common origin, recruited primarily through kinship, and typically manifesting some measure of cultural distinctiveness” (Diamond & Plattner, 1994, xvii).  Furthermore, race, tribe, color, language, nationality, and religion usually fall under the category of ethnicity.  It is important to note that the borders, and sometimes even the characteristics, of such ethnic groups are liable to change over time.

The terms should now be clearer to understand so we will move on to what the United Nations (UN) has done about such ethnic movements.  On December 14, 1960, the UN created the “Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples” (Resolution 1514 XV) under the General Assembly.  This Resolution, among many things, declares that people have the right to “determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development” (United Nations, 1960).  Additionally, the resolution also argues that an inadequate political, economic, social, or educational preparedness should not prevent a nation from declaring independence.  Finally, the United Nations also defined free association with an independent state, integration into an independent state, or independence as the three choices of fulfilling self-government or political independence.

In 1962, the General Assembly of the United Nations founded a special committee to “examine the application of the Declaration and to make recommendations on its implementation” (United Nations, 1960).  This committee would be known as the Special Committee of 24 on Decolonization.  Although this resolution and committee were initially created to deal with decolonized states seeking independence, they also apply to 
ethnic minorities seeking independence.

Several examples of ethnic independent movements have been seen throughout history, and even in the past year.  In February of 2008, with the support of the United Nations, Kosovo officially declared itself independent from Serbia.  In fact, the UN had been urging Kosovo to seek independence even before they had done so.  According to the New York Times, the UN Secretary General’s representative for Kosovo recommended its independence in March of 2007 claiming “it was the only way the strife-worn Serbian province could become economically viable and politically stable” (Preston, 2007).

One of the questions asked in the introduction of this paper was who decides whether a declaration of independence by an ethnic minority is legitimate or not.  The answer to this question is that the recognition is primarily determined by individual nations and whether they choose to officially “recognize” them as a state.  It is important to note that the host country in which the group is declaring itself independence from almost never recognizes them as a state, at least at first.  In the case of Kosovo declaring its independence from Serbia, the number of nations in the European Union that recognized their independence was almost equal to those that did not.  This makes sense when you consider the fact that most of those who did not recognize Kosovo, such as Spain, had ethnic minorities in their own countries.  Meaning, if they were to recognize the independence of Kosovo, it would be likely that their own ethnic minorities would also seek independence.

In addition, it is also important to discuss the problems with ethnic independent movements.  First of all, these movements often lead to a divided society.  When ethnic minorities are unsuccessful in achieving independence, they remain in the same nation as before and are required to live with the majority under the same rule of law.  This leads to another issue, the under representation of the ethnic minority in government.  The lack of representation in government leads to the minorities not having a voice and can lead to oppression and violence.  If the ethnic minorities are not being heard, it is likely that some may take action in other violent manners.  One final problem of ethnic independent movements is that it is almost always the case that the groups seeking independence do not have the resources to provide an adequate government and do not have the means to support themselves.

In conclusion, although ethnic independent movements are often necessary, they do have their positives and negatives.  There is no definite answer as to what qualifies a movement to achieve independence or not.  Additionally, whether or not the movement is successful is primarily determined by other nations recognizing the new independence.  The United Nations has done a great deal in attempt to resolve the various issues of ethnic independent movements currently existing in the world, but it is up to the minority group itself to achieve independence.
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