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Introduction 

Wolfgang F. Danspeckgruber, the Founding Director Liechtenstein Institute on Self-Determination          

at Princeton University, once said that "No other concept is as powerful, visceral, emotional, unruly, as                

steep in creating aspirations and hopes as self-determination." Prominently embodied in the UN Charter,              

addressing the fundamental principle of self-determination has been a long term goal for the United               

Nations. In our world’s current state of development, many regions or cultural groups have achieved a                

certain degree of autonomy. Many autonomous regions in the European and Asian continent have aimed               

to achieve independence through referendums, while states such as Taiwan and Somaliland have             

achieved a high level of self-determination. Despite this, many of these autonomous regions have yet to                

achieve adequate recognition from the international community to the extent where these autonomous             

states are admitted by the UN. 

The right to self-determination has gained international consensus since the 1960s through many             

historical charters and UN resolutions, but the principle must be further addressed on the international               

scale. Self-determination was interpreted as the right for all colonial territories to adopt a free status                

willingly, but the rights of ethnic and cultural distinct groups to separate themselves from the majority                

were disregarded; the fundamental principle has evolved from a political issue to one that intertwines               

with human rights. The UN must aim to assure responsible self-government by updating international              

protocols, and most importantly, ensuring optimal peace during autonomous transitions. The rise of             

conflicts and territorial disputes have significantly affected the rights of self-determination as countries             

often turn down the autonomous region’s goal of achieving independence, but other factors including              

political opposition and religious influences also come into play. To effectively address and combat the               

issue, the UN must work cohesively with the autonomous state’s country of origin to maintain diplomatic                

relations and legislative frameworks that uphold the fundamental rights of self determination. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Self-determination 

Self determination refers to the right for the people, in respect to the equality of opportunity, to                 

freely choose their sovereignty and political status with the lack of interference. Originally included in the                

Atlantic Charter in World War II, the long history of self determination has been reminiscent in other                 

paramount covenants as well. The fundamental principle gained international recognition under Chapter            

1, Article 1, part 2 of the UN Charter, which abides by the purpose "to develop friendly relations among                   

nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples, and to take                 

other appropriate measures to strengthen universal peace." Regardless of the international consensus            

on self determination, the term today remains ambiguous and has failed to address the rights of                

autonomous regions. 

Autonomous region 

An autonomous region is a territory arranged by the former country that has a certain of                

autonomy or freedom from external authority. Autonomous regions form due to geographical            

disconnections or a minority population, and many countries that have autonomous regions are often              

considered as federacies. As the main issue to the question at hand, different autonomous regions can                

be internationally recognized or generally unrecognized. The subjectivity of the term is defined differently              

by respective member states, sparking controversy among the international community. 

Independence referendum 

A direct vote in which citizens of a territory decide on the territory’s status and to become an                  

independent sovereign state. Independence referendums typically arise as a result of political elections             

or parties with antithetical policies. Though many independence referendums were held in the             

international community since the 19th century, a passed independence referendum does not            

necessarily guarantee independence. This can be seen in the Kurdistan dispute as it failed to achieve                

independence from Iraq after holding two separate independence referendums in January 30, 2005 and              

September 25,  2017. 

National sovereignty 

National sovereignty is the comprehensive right or power of a member state over itself with the                

absence of interference from external sources. As another fundamental principle of the United Nations,              

The UN Charter explicitly states that nothing contained in the present Charter authorizes the UN to                

intervene within the domestic jurisdiction of any member state under Chapter 1, Article 2, part 7 of the                  

Charter. The matter of addressing sovereignty in autonomous territories is extremely crucial as their              
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sovereignty is directly proportional to their international recognition, and any violations of foreign             

intervention must be addressed in these autonomous regions. 

Territorial integrity 

Territorial integrity is the idea under international law that emphasizes the territorial “wholeness”             

of a state. In the case of autonomous regions, the controversy of the term can be used for and against                    

autonomous states; the autonomous region’s country of origin can argue that achieving autonomy would              

disrupt the state’s territorial integrity as a whole, but autonomous regions would often respond with the                

claim that integration with the original country would disrupt their rights and unity as an autonomous                

region. Originally upheld by the League of Nations and emphasized in the post-World War II era,                

territorial integrity became a part of UN resolutions, which was later addressed in the Helsinki Final Act. 

 

Background Information 

Early establishment of self-determination 

The history of self-determination dates back to the origins of imperialism and the rise of               

nationalism. In the early 19th century, many European powers competed for power and established              

colonies in other continents. Though the formation of the United States from the New World’s revolt                

initially asserted the right to self-determination, nationalism initiated the right to independence and             

self-determination in smaller colonies. This was especially seen at the end of World War I, where notable                 

figures including President Woodrow Wilson and Lenin embraced the guiding principle for the             

reconstruction of Europe. When Wilson addressed the Fourteen Points in January 1918, an adjustment              

was called for the Europeans’ colonial claims. The concept of self-determination thrived in the              

decolonization when small colonies transformed into independent regions.  

On August 14, 1941, the Allies of World War II endorsed the Atlantic Charter which frameworked                

the concept of self-determination. Followed by the next year in January 1942, the Declaration by United                

Nations was signed, becoming the basis of the founding United Nations in 1945. As the UN Charter was                  

drawn out, the inclusion of self-determination was to globally recognized and incorporated into             

international law. Since then, many other international instruments have followed the UN and embodied              

the right to self-determination.  

 

Self-determination in Kurdistan 
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The situation in Kurdistan has continued to cause mass conflicts and disputes between multiple              

countries including Iraq and Turkey. Originating as Indo-Europeans, the Kurdish population today stands             

at over 35 million since 2016, with the majority being Muslims. Since the modern-day borders disregard                

Kurdistan as a separate state, Kurdish inhabitants are also found in the neighboring host countries:               

Turkey, hosting the most number of Kurds, number at 14 million, while countries like Iraq, Iran and Syria,                  

host between two to five million Kurds. In the early 16th century, the Kurdistan region was divided                 

between the Ottoman and the Safavid empires. As both powers fought for land in the area, the Safavids                  

were defeated by the Ottoman empire after the Battle of Chaldiran that took place on August 23, 1514.                  

As Kurdish chiefs changed allegiance to the Ottomans, Kurdistan remained under the Ottomans until the               

aftermath of World War I when the Ottoman empire collapsed.  

Negligence of the Kurdistan region 

As the European powers swept across the continent after World War I, the Allies, or the                

Entente powers, agreed to split the Kurdistan region among several countries. However, as             

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, an army officer that later became the first president of Turkey, led troops                

to reconquest the Kurdish region, the Allies moved to negotiate the Treaty of Lausanne. The               

treaty outlined modern-day Turkey’s borders but disregarded the Kurds, leaving them without an             

authorized region. Originally in the Treaty of Sèvres, the Kurds were told to issue a referendum to                 

decide its borders including the Mosul Province according to Section III, Articles 62-64 of the               

treaty, but Kurdistan’s ultimate fate was decided as the Treaty of Sèvres was replaced by the                

Treaty of Lausanne. Since then, the international community has failed to collectively recognize             

Kurdistan as an independent state, forestalling the right to self-determination. 

Iraqi Kurdistan 

In Iraq, the country recognizes the Kurdistan region in Iraq as an autonomous territory.              

Although Iraqi Kurdistan is considered a federal entity of Iraq, the autonomous region has its own                

government known as the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). Masoud Barzani was elected            

as the president in 2005 and his presidency was extended for several years. However, as of                

November 1, 2017, the KRG president seat remains vacant after Barzani requested the             

government to not extend his presidency after fighting continued between the Iraqi forces and the               

Kurdish Peshmerga fighters. On September 25, 2017, an independence referendum was held in             

Iraqi Kurdistan. With about 93% of the population in favor of Kurdish independence, the KRG               

symbolized the referendum as a measure to negotiate with Iraq. However, regardless of the              

referendum turnout, the Iraqi government deemed the referendum illegal.  

Regardless of the domestic response, the international community had mixed opinions on            

Kurdish independence, with many being predictably negative. The United States and the United             
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Kingdom both do no support the KRG’s planned referendum, as the US is worried that doing so                 

would weken Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi ahead of the Iraqi general elections in April               

2018, thus boosting Iranian influence over Iraq. In addition, other factors including the presence              

of Islamic State (ISIS) may also stress the population in both Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan leading to a                  

delay in Kurdistan’s negotiation and referendum process. 

Catalonian independence 

The Catalonia region first emerged as the County of Barcelona in the 11th century, where it                

became under royal rule by the kingdom of Aragon. Catalonia was initially an independent region of the                 

Iberian Peninsula, with its own language and traditions. When King Ferdinand of Aragon married Queen               

Isabella of Castile, Catalonia was essentially united and part of Spain. Located in the north-eastern               

corner of Spain, the region of Catalonia is geographically separated by the Pyrenean mountains from               

southern France with a historical and cultural bond. Catalonia can be divided into four provinces, with the                 

largest and capital city being Barcelona. In spite of Catalonia’s long history since the Roman period,                

separatists today continue to advocate for Catalan nationalism. 

General Francisco Franco and the Spanish Civil War 

In the beginning of the 20th century, Catalonia gained and lost varying degrees of              

autonomy until the Second Spanish Republic recognized the autonomy of Catalonia as well as              

their official language. However, as the Spanish Civil War emerged in 1936, the Second Spanish               

Republic defeat placed Catalonia under the rule of General Francisco Franco, a Spanish general              

who ruled as a dictator until 1975. In General Franco’s victory at the Battle of Ebro in 1939, over                   

3500 people were killed and forced to exile, destroying Catalan separatism. During this time,              

Catalonia suffered economically as a commercial and industrial center and their autonomy,            

language, and culture, were dramatically suppressed.  

Transition to the 21st century 

Followed by the death of Franco in 1975, Spain underwent a process of democratisation              

under the new king, Juan Carlos. Catalonia was recognized as a “nationality” and became the               

joint official language of Catalonia with Spanish in 1979. Catalonia’s own government known as              

the “Generalitat” was also restored, extending the region’s autonomy. As the region became one              

of Spain’s most economically dynamic regions, Barcelona hosted the Summer Olympic Games in             

1992. However, as Spain entered an economic crisis in the 21st century, many Catalonians              

believed that they were paying more to Madrid then getting back. With Spain relying on Catalonia                

as an economically developed region, many Catalonians began seeking independence. Between           

December 2009 and April 2011, Catalan nationalists held a series of non-binding votes in towns               
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and cities including Barcelona over Catalonia’s independence. During this time, Spain’s           

Constitutional Court immediately struck down the vote, ruling that there is no legal basis              

recognizing Catalonia as a nation within Spain. 

In 2015, Catalonia called for another set of elections to reinforce their voice. While              

Catalonia announced to elect all 135      

seats in the Parliament, President Artur      

Mas declared that the election would be       

turned into another vote on     

independence. On October 1 2017,     

another referendum was held by     

Catalonia, once again asking for     

independence. Despite 92% of the     

voters supporting Catalonian   

independence, Spain’s Constitutional   

Court suspended the referendum and     

declared the referendum illegal. Violent     

protests between the Spanish police and      

the Catalan voters prevailed as Spain      

enacted strict measures to seize     

Catalonian autonomy.                                               Caption #1: 2017 Catalonia referendum results 

The Chechen-Russian conflict 

Prior to the conflict between Russia and the Chechen region, North Caucasus, a mountainous              

region including Chechnya, was seen as a major trade route between Russia and the Middle East. After                 

Tsar Ivan’s conquest in 1556, Russia began competing for power in the region with other groups such as                  

the Ottomans and the Persians. Occasionally, during this time, Russia and the other powers would clash                

with the Chechens, who were inhabitants of the region. As these small-scale conflicts continued in North                

Caucasus, things began to change after the Russian Revolution. As the Soviet Union swept the region,                

the Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic was created, and direct confrontations           

between the Chechens and the Soviets began. When World War II eventually began, the Chechens               

were accused of assisting Nazi Germany, resulting in a deportation to Siberia. Many Chechens suffered               

under the rule of Stalin’s regime, and they were not allowed to return until 1957.  

The Aftermath of the Cold War 

The Soviet Union began to collapse in the late 20th century. As a result, it was only                 

expected that Chechnya would attempt to declare independence and achieve self-determination.           
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Regardless of Russia’s political and economic transition, this had not stopped Russia in anyway              

from seizing such opportunity. The Kremlin believed that granting independence would trigger a             

chain reaction, and the cutoff of rich oil supplies would certainly harm Russia financially. In 1991,                

Russian President Boris Yeltsin declined to negotiate with the Russian Federation’s Republic of             

Chechnya under Dzhokhar Dudayev, averting the Chechen right to self-determination and           

independence. Though conflicts sparked in the Chechen republic itself, many Russian-backed           

attempts to overthrow President Dudayev failed from 1993 to 1994. As the summer of 1994               

approached, Chechnya and President Dudayev was accused by Russia for corruption and            

international criminal activities. Perpetual attacks in Chechnya led by armed Russian-backed           

groups led to strict curfews and bombings in the area.  

First Chechen War 

On November 26, 1994, the First Chechen War broke out. While Russia initially denied its               

involvement in the war, Russia was eager to overthrow President Dudayev to reestablish Russian              

authority. Tensions remained placid until December, when Russia deployed armed forces into            

Chechnya. Russia predicted the outcome of the conflict and the overthrow of Dudayev to be               

hasty, but the continued for another two years. During this time, Russia conducted military              

bombings in Grozny, the capital of the Chechnya’s capital. Many guerilla tactics were executed by               

the Chechens. Followed by the death of Dudayev in April of 1996 after being lethally wounded by                 

a shell fragment, Russia negotiated a cease-fire with the Chechen rebels with both sides              

agreeing to withdraw forces from Grozny. 

 

Caption #2: Map of the First Chechen War 
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Second Chechen War 

On August 26, 1999, the Second Chechen War took place. Though peace was             

established to a certain extent from the Khasavyurt ceasefire in the First Chechen War, the ethnic                

region was gaining more control in different areas. However, as warlords against the Grozny              

government continued to oppress Chechnya, the political and economic decline in the region led              

to the declaration of a state of emergency by Grozny authorities in 1998. Aslan Maskhadov was                

elected as the new president of the Chechen republic. Although tensions in Russia seemed to               

have been alleviated, Russia’s Interior Ministry General Gennady Shpigun was kidnapped in the             

airport in Grozny in March 1999. The conflict quickly escalated once again as the Russians began                

deploying more troops in the region. A series of brutal terrorist acts occurred, including the               

apartment bombings in Moscow and the Chechen invasion of the republic of Dagestan. As Putin               

was appointed Prime Minister in August 1999 and eventually the President of Russia, Russia              

could not lose Chechnya because the country was determined to keep the route to the Caspian                

Sea and influence to the Middle East and Central Asia. Some speculated that the war ended in                 

2002 as major Russian military presence in Chechnya ceased, and militant groups turned to              

reestablish their structure. The Muslims in Chechnya seem to no longer demand for an              

independent Chechnya, but rather an autonomous Islamic region that incorporated other           

domestic ethnic groups. 

 

Key Issues 

The “Blue Water Rule” 

Followed by the end of World War II and the rise of decolonization, the General Assembly passed                 

Resolution 637 on December 16, 1952. Under this Resolution, it was to be recognized that “every                

Member of the United Nations, in conformity with the Charter, should respect the maintenance of the                

right to self-determination. As the Resolution introduced the “blue water rule,” or the “Salt Water Thesis,”                

the idea claims that a mass body of water or, “blue water,” must be present between the colonial state                   

and the original colonizing country in order for decolonization to occur. Although Belgium agreed to give                

up their colonial possessions in the time, Belgium asserted that the United States should uphold               

self-determination to the indigenous natives. However, the US defended their stance by claiming that              

doing so would contradict the “blue water rule.” In the recent years, the “blue water rule” has significantly                  

shaped the conflicts in the modern world by frameworking the political violence in autonomous states               

including Kurdistan and Catalonia in response to bordering countries. The “blue water rule” has              

continued to strain the international community and setback the standards of self-determination.  
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De-legitimized Referendums 

One of the most common and peaceful method autonomous territories utilize to voice their              

demand for independence is by holding referendums among the general public in the autonomous              

region, where questions regarding independence and autonomy are raised. According to Matt Qvortrup,             

a professor of applied political science at Coventry University, a dramatic increase in referendums is               

typical in periods of change and political uncertainty. Though these referendums seemingly emphasize             

the patriotic voices of the unheard, hoping to achieve support from the international community, many               

countries, especially the autonomous state’s country of origin, deny and therefore disregard the             

credibility of the referendum. When Catalonia and Kurdistan held referendums to rightfully declare their              

autonomy as an independent state, Spain and Turkey respectively declared the referendums illegal and              

suspended by the Constitutional Courts. The Spanish police had also interfered in the polling stations,               

and constitutional political parties asked voters to not participate in an “illegal” referendum. 

Economic Ties with Former States 

In addition to the constitutional delegitimization of referendums to prevent self-determination,           

another important factor former states consider is their economy. In many autonomous regions, a variety               

of resources and technology valuable for trade are considered by former states. Many countries often               

face economic hardships and rely on these autonomous regions, inducing a predicament to promote the               

right to self-determination. Turkey is a vital partner of the KRG; not only does Turkey influence the                 

Kurdish economy, but the Kurds also conduct independent oil sales in the autonomous territory.              

Similarly, Spain values Catalonia for its maritime power and trade in goods such as textile, as well as                  

advanced technology. However, in spite of Spain’s economic crisis, the Catalonia is regarded as one of                

the wealthiest regions in Spain equal to Madrid. If secession was to to occur, this would cost Spain 20                   

percent of its economic output, and Catalonia would owe up to more than 50 billion euros to Spain.                  

According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Catalonia would            

have a GDP of 314 billion dollars, making it the 34th largest economy in the world, exceeding countries                  

including Portugal and Hong Kong. The dramatic shift in economy from Catalonian independence would              

not only affect Spain, but also the international community in response to the GDP per capita.  

Ongoing Internal Conflicts  

In some circumstances, ongoing violence and conflicts significantly influence the          

self-determination movement in autonomous regions. Violent breakouts usually occur in polling stations            

when referendums are held, leading to a dramatic suppression in votes. However, in more complex               

situations, violent disputes can occur not only in the autonomous region itself, but also between               

countries. The Kashmir conflict has resulted in aggressive tensions between India and Pakistan as seen               

in the previous Indo-Pakistani Wars, hindering the voices of the Kashmir inhabitants. Kashmir remains as               
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a heavily militarized region where violent protests clash continue to breakout, but the right to               

self-determination has a long way to go; that is, until the presence of a Kashmiri identity is accepted as a                    

reality. In the Middle East, holding referendums can be quite difficult with extreme tensions. The Islamic                

State, or the Daesh, has significantly influenced countries like Iraq and Syria that overlap the Kurdish                

region. Though the extremist group is struggling to keep its remaining territories in Iraq and Syria, the                 

unstable central governments in the region can jeopardize the autonomous regions in the secessionist              

movement.  

 

Caption #3: Map of Kashmir 

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

Spain 

Spain has been active in the international community on the issue of promoting the right to                

self-determination. Under the region of Catalonia, Spain has been the core of the issue setbacking               

Catalonian independence. According to the Spanish prime minister, Mariano Rajoy, the Catalonian            

declaration of independence is considered a “criminal act because it is intended to declare something               

that isn’t possible - Catalan independence.” The Spanish government claim that Catalonian            

independence would be considered illegal under the Spanish constitution, triggering mixed responses            

from the international community. Whether or not Spain acted accordingly under their constitution, Carles              
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Puigdemont, the president of Catalonia, rejected Rajoy and the Spanish government’s claims denying             

Catalonian independence. Spain’s perpetual oppression denying Catalonian independence seems to be           

an exception from other states; many states have declared independence by holding referendums with              

the consent of the host state, but Spain’s refusal holds the fundamental principle of self-determination at                

hand. Under Article 155 of the 1978 Constitution of Spain, declaring that if a regional government                

“doesn’t comply with the obligations Constitution or other laws it imposes, or acts in a way that seriously                  

undermines the interests of Spain,” the national government has the right to request the Senate to vote                 

on measures accordingly. Despite the two non-binding referendums held by Catalonia, the Spanish court              

ruled out holding formal referendums to re-establish “constitutional order.” 

Turkey 

The Republic of Turkey is another country significantly involved in the issue of promoting the right                

to self-determination. While Turkey established strict measures on various minority groups, Turkey’s            

stance on the Kurdistan minorities is often raised. Despite the Kurds representing 18% of all ethnic                

groups in Turkey, the overlapping region of Kurdistan led to ongoing disputes with other countries such                

as Syria, Iraq, and Iran. After signing and following the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923, Turkey recognized                 

the Armenians, Greeks, and Jews as ethnic minorities, but disregarded the legal status to Muslim               

minorities including the Kurds. Under federal Turkish law, the country essentially denies Kurdish             

independence as “promoting separatism” is considered a criminal offense. Additionally, the           

Kurdish-Turkish conflict has impacted Turkey economically as the conflict would cost an estimated 300 to               

450 billion dollars, as well as affecting the tourism sector in the country. Not only is Turkey involved in the                    

Kurdish conflict, but the country also plays an important role in the Cyprus dispute. As the de facto                  

administration was self-declared as the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, Turkey has had a portion of                

control over Cyprus since the invasion on July 20, 1974. As a result, the Parliamentary Assembly of the                  

Council of Europe announced that the demographic and geographic structures of Cyprus has continued              

to change after the Turkish’s intended invasion. The UN has worked to resolve the dispute between                

Turkey and Cyprus, but the US arms embargo on Turkey was lifted after three years by President Jimmy                  

Carter, leaving Cyprus with the continuing embargo.  

Iraq 

SImilar to Turkey, the Republic of Iraq gained much international recognition on Kurdish             

autonomy in achieving independence and self-determination. The Kurdish minorities make up between            

about 20% of Iraq’s total population. Initially under British colonial rule after the defeat of the Ottoman                 

Empire, Kurdistan rebelled several times against Britain and eventually Iraq. This led to Saddam              

Hussein, the former president of Iraq, launching a mass attack of armed forces in the 1980s that became                  

known as the Anfal genocide. The campaign was responsible for the deaths of 50,000 to 182,000 Kurds.                 
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The Iraqis were reported to use poison gas and chemicals especially in the city of Halabja, most of which                   

victims being civilians. However, after the Saddam Hussein regime was overthrown, Iraq’s 2005             

Constitution recognized Kurdistan as an autonomous region run by the KRG. When Kurdistan held a               

referendum in September 2017 declaring independence, the regional Iraqi army worked to annul the              

decision. Since then, the diplomatic relationship between Iraq and the KRG escalated into a conflict,               

resulting in the Battle of Kirkuk which took place on October 15, 2017.  

The Russian Federation 

Situated in the North Caucasus region of Russia, Chechnya has struggled to achieve             

independence and adequate self-determination. After a decade of war, the autonomous territory has             

been strictly under appointed Russian leader Ramzan Kadyrov as a Russian federal subject. Though              

Russia heavily relies on Chechnya for resources including oil, critics have claimed that Kadyrov has               

continued to suppress the media and violate human rights including kidnapping and torture. In 1991,               

when the Chechen separatists declared independence and was named the Chechen Republic of             

Ichkeria, Russia immediately deployed troops and engaged in the First Chechen War. Though the              

Chechens preserved their autonomy after the Russian troops withdrew under the Khasavyurt Accord, the              

Second Chechen War broke out in May 2000 broke out, placing Chechnya under direct control. On the                 

long term, Russia has witnessed several attacks by radical Islamists in Chechnya such as the Russian                

apartment bombings in 1999 and the Domodedovo International Airport bombing in 2011. 

Unrepresented Nations and People Organization (UNPO) 

The Unrepresented Nations and People Organization (UNPO) is an international democratic           

organization that aims to promote and preserve the rights of minorities and autonomous states including               

self-determination. The UNPO was found in February 11 1991 in The Hague, Netherlands with more               

than 40 worldwide members. While the members of the UNPO lack international recognition, specifically              

from the UN, the UNPO has been actively working to facilitate the voices of the unheard people. Notably,                  

former members such as Armenia, Latvia, Estonia, and East Timor have successfully achieved             

independence to a certain extent by becoming members of the UN. The UNPO values democracy as a                 

fundamental human right to uphold the universal standards of self-determination, and the organization             

has worked closely with the UN by holding side conferences in various meetings. This was last seen in a                   

side event held in the 10th session of the Forum on Minority Issues in Geneva, Switzerland, where                 

unrepresented people and nations could discuss national policies that may affect minorities. The UNPO              

aims to bridge the gap between the unrepresented people and nations with their former countries               

through peaceful methods to develop international frameworks. 
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Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events 

Date 

 

July 24, 1923 

 

Description of event 

Treaty of Lausanne 

The Treaty of Lausanne is signed after the fall of the Ottoman empire, drawing 

out the borders of Turkey while disregarding the Kurdish minorities. 

 

October 24, 1945 

 

Ratification of the UN Charter 

The UN Charter is ratified in San Francisco by 50 of the 51 original member 

countries, establishing the fundamental principle of self-determination in the 

framework of international law. 

 

March 4, 1964 

 

 

 

1979 

 

UN Peacekeeping in Cyprus 

The United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) is established 

under Security Council Resolution 186, attempting to facilitate the 

intercommunal violence between the Turkish Cypriots and the Greek Cypriots. 

Statute of Autonomy of Catalonia 

Catalonia is defined by the Spanish constitutional law as autonomous region 

under Spain after the fall of General Franco in 1975. 

 

1986 - 1989 

 

Anfal genocide 

Former Iraqi president Saddam Hussein deploys the Anfal campaign in northern 

Iraq led by Ali Hassan al-Majid, killing thousands of Kurds in the area. At least 

50,000 non-combatant including women and children were massacred and 

poisoned according to Human Rights Watch. 

 

November 12, 1991 

 

 

 

May 2000 

 

 

Unrest in Chechnya 

Russian President Boris Yeltsin backs down from his imposition of a state of 

emergency in Chechnya and declines to negotiate with Dudayev, ruling out the 

Chechen right to self determination. 

End of Second Chechen War 

The Second Chechen War ends as Russia regains authority and continue 

conducting peacekeeping missions in Chechnya, though separatists continue to 

fight for Chechen autonomy. 

Iraqi Kurdistan independence referendum 
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September 25, 2017 

 

 

October 1, 2017 

Iraqi Kurdistan holds a referendum over the independence of Kurdistan, with 

over 93 percent in favor of Kurdish independence. The Iraqi government 

declares the referendum as illegal. 

Catalan independence referendum 

Catalonia holds an independence referendum in the region with over 92 percent 

in favor of Catalan independence, and the Spanish government immediately 

turn down the legality of the referendum. 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples, 14 December 

1960 (A/RES/1514) 
● Declaration of Principles of International Law Concerning Friendly Relations and Cooperation 

Among States, 24 October 1970 (A/RES/25/2625) 
● Treaty of Lausanne, 24 July 1923 

● The right of peoples to and nations to self-determination, 16 December 1952 (A/RES/637/VII) 
● UN Charter, 26 June 1945 

 

 

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

Over the past decade, the uprising of independence movements in different autonomous regions             

have certainly gained international recognition from the UN. When Catalonia held the independence             

referendum in October last year, UN Deputy Spokesman Farhan Haq urged countries to “seek solutions               

within the framework of the Spanish constitution and through established political and legal activities.”              

Although many have applauded the efforts made by the Spanish government to preserve Catalonia’s              

diversity and to take actions in accordance to the legal federal constitution, the recent violent crackdown                

during the referendum voting alarmed the international community. It has been extremely difficult for the               

UN and host countries to take proper measures to effectively address self-determination under modern              

legislative standards, but both the UN and the international community hopes to seek “consensual”              

solutions between Barcelona and Madrid.  

Another measure previously attempted by the UN is to facilitate dialogue between the             

autonomous territory and its host country. As conflicts stirred in the Catalan region with Spanish forces,                
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UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra'ad Al Hussein spoke out after 844 voters were injured                 

as a result of police brutality. He also called on the Spanish government to accept relevant UN human                  

rights experts to visit without delay. In the Kurdish region, the UN Security Council announced in                

September that the non-binding referendum held in September 2017 could impede efforts to resist ISIS               

and aid displaced Iraqi refugees in the area. According to the AFP news agency, Jan Kubis, the UN                  

Special Representative for Iraq, had also offered to broker negotiations that would reach a deal within                

two to three years on the “principles and arrangements” between Iraq and Kurdistan. 

Though on the rarer occasion, the UN deployed peacekeeping missions under immediate            

circumstances. This was seen in the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in the summer of 1974, when the                 

Turkish military deployed heavily armed troops into the island. Before a major uprising could occur, the                

UN Security Council quickly established a ceasefire on July 22 under Resolution 353. As Turkey’s               

presence in Cyprus alarmed the Greek Cypriots, the UN took further measures and established the               

UNFICYP under Resolution 186 to maintain peace in the area. The UNFICYP was also redeployed to                

patrol the United Nations Buffer Zone in Cyprus that became a demilitarized zone to prevent further                

conflicts in the area after the ceasefire was declared.  

 

Possible Solutions 

With many factors preventing the full right to self-determination, solving the issue at hand on the                

short-run can be quite difficult. Not only must the UN enact measures that respect current legal                

constitutional standards and sovereignty, but granting independence for autonomous states may also            

lead to significant global economic impacts. At the same time, with numerous historical charters and               

treaties recognizing the right to self-determination, member states must consider self-determination in            

international law before enacting measures. Sending UN experts to assess the situation can help              

facilitate dialogue between the autonomous region and the former country, but the long-term standard of               

the issue would only mean that the UN would have to resolve each repressing factor one by one.  

However, in some cases, countries should reconsider the priority of the issue. When Kurdistan              

held the independence referendum, it is apparent that other issues including the presence of ISIS should                

be overlooked in the case. With the international community focusing on facilitating the autonomous              

region, the dangers of ISIS would perpetually persist, affecting the many lives in the war-torn Middle                

East. Acknowledging international law amongst the international community has certainly convoluted the            

issue, hindering the UN Charter’s intention to uphold the fundamental principle of the right to               

self-determination. 

Research Report | Page 15 of 17 
 



Pacific American School Model United Nations 2018 

 

Bibliography 

Alexander, Harriet, and James Badcock. “Why Does Catalonia Want Independence from Spain?” The 

Telegraph, Telegraph Media Group, 10 Oct. 2017. 

<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/0/does-catalonia-want-independence-spain/> 

Culbertson, Alix. “'Do Not Interfere with Freedom' UN Condemns Spain's Violent Crackdown on Catalan 

Voters.” Express.co.uk, Express.co.uk, 28 Sept. 2017. 

<https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/860104/Catalonia-referendum-United-Nations-warning-crack

down-violence-Spain> 

Gessen, Masha. “Why Are the Chechens so Mad at Russia?” Slate , 4 Sept. 2004. 

<http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/the_gist/2004/09/chechnya.html> 

Hockstader, Lee. “Yeltsin Orders Truce in Chechnya.” The Washington Post, WP Company, 1 Apr. 1996. 

<https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1996/04/01/yeltsin-orders-truce-in-chechnya/f8b3a

c90-1ce0-4bbb-948b-9b67cf08d266/?utm_term=.0d99b4abeabc> 

Jones, Sam, et al. “Spain Poised to Strip Catalan Government of Powers over Independence Push.” The 

Guardian, Guardian News and Media, 27 Oct. 2017. 

<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/26/catalonia-crisis-deepens-president-carles-puigdem

ont-rules-out-snap-election> 

Mirovalev, Mansur. “Chechnya, Russia and 20 Years of Conflict.” Al Jazeera , Al Jazeera Media Network, 

11 Dec. 2014. 

<http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2014/12/chechnya-russia-20-years-conflict-2014121161

310580523.html> 

Pike, John. “First Chechnya War.” GlobalSecurity.org. 

<https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/war/chechnya1.htm> 

Rÿser, Rudolph C. “The ‘Blue Water Rule’ and the Self-Determination of Nations.”Intercontinental Cry, 21 

Sept. 2017. <https://intercontinentalcry.org/blue-water-rule-self-determination-nations/> 

“Catalonia's Bid for Independence from Spain Explained.” BBC News, BBC, 22 Dec. 2017. 

<http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-29478415> 

Research Report | Page 16 of 17 
 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/0/does-catalonia-want-independence-spain/
https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/860104/Catalonia-referendum-United-Nations-warning-crackdown-violence-Spain
https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/860104/Catalonia-referendum-United-Nations-warning-crackdown-violence-Spain
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/the_gist/2004/09/chechnya.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1996/04/01/yeltsin-orders-truce-in-chechnya/f8b3ac90-1ce0-4bbb-948b-9b67cf08d266/?utm_term=.0d99b4abeabc
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1996/04/01/yeltsin-orders-truce-in-chechnya/f8b3ac90-1ce0-4bbb-948b-9b67cf08d266/?utm_term=.0d99b4abeabc
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/26/catalonia-crisis-deepens-president-carles-puigdemont-rules-out-snap-election
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/26/catalonia-crisis-deepens-president-carles-puigdemont-rules-out-snap-election
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2014/12/chechnya-russia-20-years-conflict-2014121161310580523.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2014/12/chechnya-russia-20-years-conflict-2014121161310580523.html
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/war/chechnya1.htm
https://intercontinentalcry.org/blue-water-rule-self-determination-nations/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-29478415


Pacific American School Model United Nations 2018 

“Iraqi Kurdish Referendum: UN Warns of 'Destabilising Impact'.” BBC News, BBC, 22 Sept. 2017. 

<http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-41359361> 

“Iraqi Kurdistan Profile.” BBC News, BBC, 31 Oct. 2017. 

<http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28147263> 

“Iraq: Security Council Voices Concern over Planned Referendum in Kurdistan Region.” UN News 

Center, United Nations, 21 Sept. 2017. 

<https://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57658#.WlREZFT1U1I> 

“Iraq Supreme Court Rules Kurdish Referendum Unconstitutional.” BBC News, BBC, 20 Nov. 2017. 

<http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-42053283> 

“Self-Determination.” UNPO, Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization, 21 Sept. 2017. 

<http://www.unpo.org/article/4957> 

“The Riddle of Self-Determination.” The Economist, The Economist Newspaper, 2 Sept. 2006. 

<www.economist.com/node/7854780> 

“Turkey - Kurds.” Minority Rights Group, MRG. <http://minorityrights.org/minorities/kurds-2/> 

“UNFICYP.” United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus. <https://unficyp.unmissions.org/> 

“Why the Referendum on Catalan Independence Is Illegal.” The Economist, The Economist Newspaper, 

26 Sept. 2017. 

<https://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2017/09/economist-explains-17> 

Research Report | Page 17 of 17 
 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-41359361
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28147263
https://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57658#.WlREZFT1U1I
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-42053283
http://www.unpo.org/article/4957
http://www.economist.com/node/7854780
http://minorityrights.org/minorities/kurds-2/
https://unficyp.unmissions.org/
https://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2017/09/economist-explains-17

