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Topic 1 | The South China Sea 

Background 

Overview 

 Over the past several decades, the 

South China Sea (SCS) has become an 

area of increasing tensions over claimants’ 

assertions of ownership and usage. A 

hotbed of controversial territorial disputes 

over waters central to the livelihoods of all 

nations involved, economically, 

environmentally, culturally, and 

diplomatically, the question of the South 

China Sea is one of the most pressing 

current global issues to the international 

community.  

The Region 

Before delving into the multidimensional threats and conflicts of the disputed 

territories, though, the regions of question should first be defined. The South China Sea 

is the largest marginal sea of the Pacific Ocean, spanning over 1.35 million square 

miles. The countries bordering the SCS, China, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, 

Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Taiwan are home to two 

billion people and are some of the fastest developing economies of the world. The 

Figure 1: The map above gives a visual of 
the span of the South China Sea and its 
neighboring nations.  
Source: Energy Information Administration 
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contested sea also consists of over 250 islands and archipelagos, the most noteworthy 

of which are the Spratly Islands, Paracel Islands, Pratas Islands, Macclesfield Bank, 

and Scarborough Shoal. Due to the hydrology of the region, the majority of the islands 

are subject to submersion and temperamental tides, making only select land masses 

worthwhile appropriate for development. The South China Sea also includes the 

Karimata and Malacca Straits and the Strait of Taiwan. 

For What the Sea is Worth 

The islands themselves are home to invaluable biodiversity and are rich with 

untapped natural resources: natural gas, crude oil reserves, troves of aquacultural 

treasures, and trade routes indispensable to the global economy, all of these fall 

beneath the umbrella of the sea’s wealth. 

Black Gold 

 Of the most precious resources known to be found within the region, possible 

crude oil and natural gas deposits rank as some of the most highly valued and sought 

after.  

Figure 2: The graphic above shows several key quantifications of the economic 
significance of the South China Sea, from annual cash-flow via commerce, to natural 
resource projections. Source: Council on Foreign Relations 
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 Though exploration of the region is not complete, according to the U.S. Energy 

Information Administration, the South China Sea holds around 11 billion barrels of oil—

roughly equivalent to Mexico’s current reserves—and 190 trillion cubic feet of natural 

gas. Among the Spratly Islands, a mean estimate of 2.5 billion barrels of oil are 

theorized to exist in stores in underwater stores, making the area potentially invaluable 

in our current petro-centric energy paradigm. If such estimates are indeed accurate, 

then the South China Sea offers a solution to the “Malacca dilemma” – heavy, 

unavoidable dependence on the Strait for Malacca Middle Eastern oil. (Kaplan, 2014) 

Figure 3: The map above illustrates oil reserves within the South China Sea in 
millions of barrels; take notice of where these stores overlap with conflicting claims 
as well as how large some unexplored areas are.  
Source: Energy Information Administration 



 

 4 

 Development of the reserves known to exist in the region is controversial 

amongst claimant nations, and has been the cause of tensions in several cases. These 

conflicts will be elaborated upon in further detail in successive sections, but the table 

below from 2011 gives some insight into the relative breakdown of hydrocarbon 

production by each nation and their related respective private entities.  

Commerce 

Aside from islands, though, the South China Sea is also home to several key 

straits and waterways integral for international and domestic trade. The region plays an 

immense role in the budding economies of nearby nations and the globe overall; it is 

estimated that $5.3 trillion USD worth of commerce travels through the South China Sea 

annually. In regards to the utter significance of the waterways of the region for the 

Figure 4: The figure above shows the estimated hydrocarbon production potential of 
the South China Sea.  
Source: Energy Information Administration 
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global economy, according to Robert D. Kaplan’s Asia’s Caldron: The South China Sea 

and the End of a Stable Asia Pacific: 

 

“The South China Sea functions as the throat of the Western Pacific and Indian 

oceans - the mass of connective economic tissue where global sea routes 

coalesce. Here is the heart of Eurasia’s navigable rimland, punctuated by the 

Malacca, Sunda, Lombok, and Makassar straits. More than half of the world’s 

annual merchant fleet tonnage passes through these choke points, and a third of 

all maritime traffic worldwide. The oil transported through the Malacca Strait from 

the Indian Ocean, en route to East Asia through the South China Sea, is triple 

the amount that passes through the Suez Canal and fifteen times the amount 

that transits the Panama Canal.” 

 

From crude oil, to commercial products, to foodstuffs, the goods that pass 

through these major trade routes are multitudinous and of incredibly high importance for 

food and energy security, as well as the global economy.  

Aquacultural Impact 

As well as providing a vehicle for the movement of an immense amount of goods 

throughout the region, the waters themselves also serve as a major source of 

sustenance for the region and the globe. The waters of the South China Sea are one of 

the largest food sources for the region due to their multitudinous wildlife and immense 

biodiversity. Over 3,300 different species of fish inhabit the region, and despite its 

relatively small total area, it is estimated that the South China Sea sources 12 percent 

of fish caught globally. According to National Geographic, the South China Sea “is one 

of the world’s most important fisheries, employing more than 3.7 million people and 

bringing in billions of dollars every year.”  
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Not only for the global fish economy and food security is the region significant, 

but to the individual 

nations and persons 

involved, huge risks are 

at stake. We can 

specifically look at 

tensions spurred by 

fishing between China 

and the Philippines to 

examine these 

macroscopic concepts. 

Both nations are heavily 

reliant on aquaculture 

for economic activity 

and sustenance, and due to rising declines in fish catches and increasingly aggressive 

political tactics, the sea has become a chessboard for nations with fishermen as pieces. 

According to National Geographic: 

“As coastal waters are depleted, fishermen have been forced to venture farther 

offshore and into disputed waters to make a living. China has seized this as an 

opportunity to bolster its claims by aggressively supporting its fishermen. Beijing 

has consolidated the coast guard, militarized fishing fleets, and begun offering 

subsidies for bigger and better boats, water, and fuel. There’s even a special 

Figure 5: The graphic above demonstrates the ghastly 
disparities in information regarding catch reports, as well as the 
significance of the South China Sea for the global fish market – 
a frightening combination for international food security as well 
as the global economy. Source: “Boom or Bust: the Future of 
Fish in the South China Sea” 
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subsidy specifically for fishermen to fish in the contested Spratly Islands, more 

than 500 miles (800 kilometers) to the south.” 

Increasingly aggressive national policies combined with the diminishing supplies 

of fish in what’s viewed by claimants as a nearly lawless region yields an unfavorable 

positive feedback loop of 

destruction, and an equally 

unfavorable future picture of the 

seas.  

To iterate further over the 

issue of food security within the 

region which is compromised by 

conflicting claims, over a third of 

animal protein consumed in 

claimant nations comes from 

fisheries in contested waters. 

Exports are considered to be 

equally as significant in terms of trade for other imported food goods. In a report 

assessing the biological and environmental state of the South China Sea, the Fisheries 

Centre of the University of British Columbia states, “the main threats to the SCS marine 

environment are high population growth rates, pollution, excessive and destructive 

fishing practices, and coastal habitat modification such as reclamation for aquaculture 

or urban and industrial land.” 

Figure 6: The figure above conveys some staggering 
statistics regarding the biodiversity of the South 
China Sea and the ramifications of the mass 
exploitation that stems from the lack of cohesive 
international regulation of the disputed waters and 
islands. Source: “Boom or Bust: the Future of Fish in 
the South China Sea” 
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A keystone to so many of claimants’ economies and sources of sustenance, the 

fishing industry, unregulated as it is now, poses a plethora of dangers. With increasing 

demand from the demography of the region, overfishing occurring at the rates currently 

observed, and a lack of regulation on fishing practices due to the political tensions and 

territorial disputes, the seas are in more than one flavor of peril. 
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Claims 

The graphic below gives an elementary breakdown of the different disputed 

territories within the South China Sea and its main areas of contention. Maps are 

courtesy of Middlebury.edu and Straitstimes.com respectively, and aim to help with the 

visualization of overlapping claims on both waters and islands.  
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He Said, She Said 

 Currently, the 

majority of the South 

China Sea is claimed 

by the People’s 

Republic of China 

(PRC), known 

colloquially as China, 

on historical premises 

that the nation asserts 

date back to the Han 

Dynasty in 110 AD 

and the Ming Dynasty 

from 1403-1433 AD.  

The area that the Chinese government claims to have jurisdiction over and 

exclusive rights to is designated by the nine-dash nine, a geopolitical border that the 

PRC’s Kuomintang Government included in a territorial map released to the public in 

1947 that included the Paracel and Spratly Islands as its own. However, these claims 

that refer to the Nine-Dash line for claimancy are largely unfounded, and are 

contradicted by equal claims made by the Republic of China, known as Taiwan, and 

Vietnam - who claims to have had sovereign control over both the Spratly and Paracel 

Islands dating back to the 17th century. Vietnam has contested that the PRC only 

began to assert claimancy on these disputed waters and islands after it was found that 

Figure 4: The map above (courtesy of Foreign Affairs) 
visualizes the areas of actual instances of conflict and gives 
metrics as to the nations involved.  
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the South China Sea possessed great potential economic value; however, the claims of 

jurisprudence for any of the involved nations is muddled.   

Legal arguments 

by some other claimant 

nations, like the 

Philippines, cite their 

close geographical 

proximity to the contested 

islands as their right to 

the region. Other nations 

cite the geography of their 

economic exclusion 

zones as per the United 

Nations Convention on 

the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) as their 

justification for claimancy. 

 In 2013, the Philippines decided to take the case over the disputed territory to 

international arbitration under the auspices of the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA); 

in July 2016, the international tribunal in The Hague reached the verdict that the claims 

of the People’s Republic of China, that rested on “plenty of historical and jurisprudence 

evidence” were unfounded. According to the Wall Street Journal, the tribunal also 

concluded that China “isn’t entitled to an exclusive economic zone extending up to 200 

Figure 10: The above image shows China’s historical 
Nine-Dash line in the context of the region’s territorial 
claims. The Nine-Dash line was initially shown in 1947, 
and has been retained in policy since; it’s even shown on 
official documentation issued by the PRC – passports 
included.  
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nautical miles from the Spratly Islands archipelago,” and “had violated the Philippines’ 

sovereignty in building artificial islands.”  

 “Upon the tribunal’s verdict, the Chinese government boycotted the ruling, stating 

that the international arbitration was out of the jurisdiction of The Hague. As of 

September 2, 2016, the government of the Philippines announced that its new strategy 

for the contested territory would be not multilateral talks or arbitration, but rather 

bilateral negotiations with Beijing. However, this has yet to halt development or current 

usage of the disputed waters and islands.” 

 

  

Figure 11: The image above, courtesy Time Magazine, shows the change in Chinese 
development of Fiery Cross Reef from May 31, 2014, to June 3, 2016. Fiery Cross 
Reef is located within the western portion of the Spratly Islands. 
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Tally of Tit for Tat: Military Action 

In recent years, development has only exacerbated the preexisting tensions over 

the conflicting territorial claims. Between 1970 and 1990, military action employed by 

China to assert ownership over the Spratly and Paracel Islands caused over 130 

Vietnamese casualties. Since then, China has engaged in increasingly tense maritime 

standoffs with other claimant nations as a result of its development, and has increased 

its general military presence in the region exponentially. According to the United States 

Department of Defense (USDoD): 

“At all of its reclamation sites, China either has transitioned from land reclamation 

operations to infrastructure development, or has staged construction support for 

infrastructure development. As infrastructure development is still in its early 

stages, it remains unclear what China ultimately will build on these expanded 

outposts. However, China has stated publicly that the outposts will have a 

military component to them, and will also be used for maritime search and 

rescue, disaster prevention and mitigation, marine scientific research, 

meteorological observation, ecological environment conservation, navigation 

safety, and fishery production.”  

The PRC has increased aircraft carrier and vessel capabilities, and with recent updates 

to general military base infrastructure, its claimed territories continually inch closer to 

being equipped for a full on maritime conflict, and increase the PRC’s argumentation of 

de facto claimancy.  
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Despite 

international arbitration 

and increasing 

tensions between 

China and the rest of 

claimant nations, 

contested development 

continues. In early 

2016, China 

announced plans for 

the construction of 

nuclear reactors on 

disputed territory within 

the Spratly Islands to 

“speed up the 

commercial 

development” of the 

region.  

Considering the highly temperamental nature of the seas, floating reactors pose 

huge engineering and safety challenges, not to mention the innate danger in increasing 

already tense militaristic relations with Vietnam and the Philippines. Specific 

developmental notions aside, though - the mindset of each claimant being as dogged 

Figure 12: The graphic above (courtesy of the United States 
Department of Defense’s Asia-Pacific Maritime Security 
Strategy) visualizes the comparative combatant fleets of 
each that are currently present in the disputed territories.  
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and unrelenting as they increasingly are is frightening for the rest of the nations 

involved.  

However, the PRC is not alone in its militaristic development. Mischief Reef, an 

area within the Spratly Islands currently co-claimed by Vietnam, was reported to have 

been the target of Vietnamese mobile rocket launchers in August of 2016. Vietnam’s 

weaponization of part of the Spratly Islands proves to be the most aggressive step of 

any of the claimants thus far. Even considering these dangers, though, conflict in the 

region isn’t solely the responsibility of the remaining claimants; the majority of 

developed G-20 nations dually play a role in the politics of the region and influencing 

how the power dynamics of the conflicting claims will play out.  

For instance, the United States has increased its military presence in the region 

nearly exponentially as well (despite its complete lack of any claim to the contested 

waters) to match that of the PRC’s, using its naval bases with Philippines and other 

regional allies. In a USDoD report titled “The Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy,” 

the planned efforts of the U.S. military include “enhancing [...] force posture and 

persistent presence in the region, [...] to maintain a higher pace of training, transits, and 

operations.” Specifically, the U.S., since October 2015, has launched three freedom of 

navigation operations (FONOPS) within the region – in waters near the Spratly Islands, 

the Paracels, and the Fiery Cross Reef, all three of which were condemned by Chinese 

authorities.  

Likewise, Australia has vested interests in these differentially claimed territories 

as well, in terms of wishing to preserve freedom of navigation as well as trade within the 

region. According to the Lowy Institute, “[the nation] has been conducting its own 
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airborne surveillance operations in the South China Sea and Indian Ocean, called 

Operation Gateway, since 1980.” Though active in surveillance and preparatory 

measures in the region, Australia does not participate in the same level of defense 

activity within the South China Sea as does the United States, despite being the 

nation’s largest ally in the region.  

With increased military action and effort in the region on the behalf of removed 

parties like the United States and Australia for reasons beyond the direct dispute at 

hand, and rather the ramifications geopolitically of its progression, the international 

community is even further at risk of a larger conflict resulting from the alliances that 

would be implicated if tensions were to reach a boiling point.  

Such a boiling point or its possible etiology may seem nebulous, but to 

contextualize the ramifications that have been elaborated upon thus far, here are 

several recent historical examples. 

In 2012, the Philippines and the PRC butted heads due to a standoff at the 

Scarborough Shoal from conflicting perceptions of fishing jurisdictions. A Chinese ship 

attempted to prevent arrests on behalf of Philippine police forces, which led to a ten-

week long standoff that ultimately left China victorious and in de facto control of the 

surrounding shoal.  

In 2014, an oil rig owned by the China National Offshore Oil Corporation in 

waters dually claimed by the Vietnamese was heavily protested, to the tune of 109 ships 

dispatched to face the contentious placement. Deep sea drilling rig HD-981 was placed 

on the edge of the continental shelf, meaning that its legal standing in international 

terms, is complicated. According to the Center for Strategic and International Studies: 
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“To unilaterally drill on it is a violation of UNCLOS’s admonition that states in a 

dispute, ‘in a spirit of understanding and cooperation, shall make every effort to 

enter into provisional arrangements,’ and shall not ‘jeopardize or hamper the 

reaching of [a] final agreement.’ It is also clearly contrary to the 2002 Declaration 

on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea that China signed with the 

members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), including 

Vietnam. In that agreement, all parties pledged to ‘exercise self-restraint in the 

conduct of activities that would complicate or escalate disputes and affect peace 

and stability.’” 

 

An example of the impossibility and ultimate consequences of unilateral 

development of resources in the region, the tale of HD-981 exposes sides of our 

international legal framework that require rethinking.  

Because of the inherently tangled global economic web that the conflict is 

entrenched in, both financial and general political ideologies increase the risk for 

external interests becoming stakeholders in any further escalations in the current 

disputes. This begs the question of how the international community can come to 

handle the increasingly tense and complex region of great environmental, commercial, 

and political importance before these currently regional territorial disputes become 

global conflicts. 
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UN Action 

The legislative framework that the United Nations created via the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is arguably the most important piece of 

international law that pertains to the conflict within the South China Sea.  

General history on UNCLOS 

UNCLOS dictates general rules and guidelines for commercial and territorial 

jurisdiction of states, and is the instrument that the international community generally 

accepts for defining borders and various zones within the oceans. However, UNCLOS is 

not tied to an executive body that ensures that its codified laws are followed. The only 

international agencies that can enforce the legal guidelines that UNCLOS states are 

organizations like the International Maritime Organization. Therefore, the summary of 

direct action taken by the United Nations as steps towards decreasing the tensions in 

the South China Sea is thin.  

Because of the way that the UNCLOS was designed, international intervention is 

only possible if parties involved invite external arbitration via the International Tribunal 

for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) in disputes, especially because ITLOS verdicts are 

compulsory and binding upon the participating countries.  

In the case of the South China Sea, the involvement of ITLOS between 

seemingly bilateral claims remains solely a threat. As mentioned previously, the only 

formal external arbitration undergone regarding the contested waters of the South China 

Sea was prompted by the Philippines in 2013, which sought a arbitration for the 

illegitimacy of Chinese claims under Annex VII of the UNCLOS, which was eventually 

assigned to by the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA), a separate non-binding 
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arbitral tribunal that administers UNCLOS Annex VII arbitrations.  The arbitration 

brought the nine-dash line into formal legal scrutiny before the PCA in The Hague. In 

2016, PCA formally ruled that China lacked sufficient legal backing for their claims on 

the contested waters against those of the Philippines. In light of the decision, China 

boycotted the findings of the arbitration.  

Since the decision of PCA and China’s rejection of such, the Philippines 

vocalized its new strategy for settling the conflict as being a bilateral approach, working 

directly with China, instead of the multinational one that the intervention of the PCA 

arbitration attempted. According to the Settlement of disputes under the 1982 United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea: The Case of the South China Sea dispute: 

“Besides the general obligation to peacefully settle disputes as enumerated in 

Article 279 of the LOS Convention, the States parties may agree “at any time” to 

solve their dispute by “any peaceful means of their own choice”. This possibility 

allows States parties to become the “complete master” of how their disputes are 

settled. When the States parties have chosen the dispute settlement methods or 

procedures that they preferred, their choice will prevail over the procedures 

provided in the Convention.” 

 

The UNCLOS offers legitimate conflict resolution through these privatized 

means, making the potential bilateral agreement between China and other various 

claimants internationally fair. Considering the complex political and economic agenda of 

these individual nations, and the ramifications of changing power dynamics (on any 

nation’s end), the state of affairs after bilateral talks across the board could mean 

something much different than what the UNCLOS might have intended – especially 

given the new wave of polarizing leaders the region is facing today.  
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What If? 

If we were to entertain the hypothetical situation where a conflict escalated past 

simply being a skirmish between fishing boats, the ramifications of such an event could 

be catastrophic to the international community. When we take into consideration the 

value of the seas, as has been detailed in previous sections, several key parts of the 

global economy are in jeopardy.  

From the mere basis of trade routes that extend throughout the region –the 

goods that are transported through them are valued at over $5.3 trillion USD annually – 

a disruption to the shipping lanes within these waters could cause a huge blow to not 

only the growing economies of Southeast Asia, but to the world economy as a whole. 

The regions that hosts these claimant nations are each increasingly reliant on 

commerce, both in terms of exports for sustaining its own economy, and also in terms of 

imports for food security and general living goods. In the last decade, Southeast Asia 

was the single fastest growing market for agricultural goods from the United States; this 

increasing reliance on outside goods leaves the nations of the region vulnerable to 

changes in these markets, and makes the possibility of a military conflict that would 

presumably halt trade (or heavily hinder it) exponentially more alarming.  

Global oil markets are also in danger in the case of further escalations and larger 

conflict. The South China Sea is a crucial shipping lane for a multitude of goods, and 

one of the most heavily transported of those is petroleum products. According to the US 

Energy Information Administration, “the United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development (UNCTAD) Review of Maritime Transport 2011 estimated 8.4 billion tons 

of total world maritime trade in 2010, which suggests more than half of the world's 
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annual merchant fleet tonnage passed through the Straits of Malacca, Sunda, and 

Lombok in 2010.” With such a substantial portion of the world’s oil transports going 

through the contested waters, consequences stemming from an inability to safely use 

these shipping lanes could be calamitous for the energy economy. Sharp hikes in gas 

and oil prices would then, in turn, affect the price of shipping, making the potential for 

damage stretch far beyond what seems like just the oil industry.  

Beyond holding vast amounts of oil and valuable shipping lanes, as mentioned 

previously, the waters are home to 12% of the world’s fish catch and remain one of the 

most significant sources for the region’s sustenance. Disruptions to accessing these 

waters could mean significant increases in prices for aquacultural products throughout 

the region and the international community in general. The disparities that would stem 

from a lack of production and heavily inflated prices threaten to leave families who are 

immediately dependent upon the fishing economy desperately in need of food and 

economic support.  

The region itself would be in crisis following an escalation that became 

militaristic, and the rest of non-claimant nations would feel the grander economic 

consequences as well; however, the current political stage threatens to militaristically 

involve external nations that we might only deem tangentially related to the conflict. The 

most obvious example of this might be the militaristic involvement of the United States. 

In documents released by the Department of Defense regarding the Asia-Pacific 

theatre, the prerogative of the U.S. in the coming years is one that heavily emphasizes 

increased surveillance and infrastructural improvements and investments of bases 

within the area. The South China Sea is a region of particular interest to the U.S., and it 
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would not come as a surprise to witness its further involvement if tensions were to flare. 

The involvement of one external, non-claimant nation then begs the question of how 

easily other allies would be tied into the conflict, and how soon it would be until the 

escalation reached a point of no return. 

Final Thoughts 

If the disputed territories in the South China Sea remain so, and pre-existing 

tensions bubble to becoming larger military confrontation, the world might look like a 

drastically different place. Given the value of the South China Seas for the global 

economy, international food security, and the energy economy, our current frameworks 

for international arbitration and territorial conflict resolution are in dire need of 

reconsideration.  
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Case Studies 

Pedra Branca 

         The South China Sea is not the first maritime region in history to cause discord. 

A similar instance (albeit with some important caveats) occurred concerning the 

ownership of the island of Pedra Branca, which was ultimately ruled upon by the 

International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 2008.  

In the early eighteenth century, Pedra Branca fell under the sovereignty of the 

Sultanate of Johor, which later became part of Malaysia (it should be noted during the 

ICJ case Singapore disagreed with this view and argued the island fell under no nation’s 

sovereignty as late as 1847, but more on that later).  During this time, Singapore was 

under control of the British East India Company. The confusion concerning sovereignty 

over Pedra Branca began following the completion of the Horsburgh Lighthouse in 1851 

by the British East India Company. They carried out maintenance and oversight of the 

lighthouse, under agreement with the Sultan of Johor; however, there was no clear 

agreement as to which nation held sovereignty over Pedra Branca. From this time 

forward, the United Kingdom exercised authority over the island. In 1953, the Acting 

State Secretary of Johor declared Johor did “not claim ownership of Pedra Branca”, 

suggesting that sovereignty over the island belonged to the United Kingdom. Upon 

Singapore’s independence from the United Kingdom in the 1960’s, it took up this 

exclusive control of the island.  

The dispute began in 1979 when a map was published in Malaysia showing 

Pedra Branca to be within the territorial waters of Malaysia. Singapore denied this and 

asked the map be amended, but Malaysia declined to do so. The two countries could 
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not reach an agreement over the question of sovereignty and so took the case to the 

ICJ. 

Legal Matters 

Singapore’s case rested on three points. The first contended that historically 

Johor had never exercised or claimed control of Pedra Branca and thus in the 19th 

century the island was unclaimed territory. The second point contended that 

construction of the lighthouse represented the United Kingdom taking possession of the 

island. In support of this Singapore pointed to various acts it, and the United Kingdom 

before it, had taken that demonstrated control over the island including such actions as 

investigating shipwrecks around the island. The third point argued that for over a 

century Malaysia had never challenged Singapore’s acts of sovereignty over the island 

and in fact had recognized Singapore’s claim. In support of this Singapore pointed to 

the 1953 letter, saying this showed Johor had recognized Singapore’s authority over 

Pedra Branca. Singapore also listed several instances where Malaysian publications 

indicated the island as a part of Singapore. 

Malaysia denied each of Singapore’s claims. To show Johor had in fact 

historically held sovereignty over Pedra Branca, Malaysia pointed to the very treaty that 

had ceded Singapore to the British East India Company. This treaty also ceded the 

islands in and around the Singapore Strait, which implies the inclusion of Pedra Branca. 

Malaysia argued that the treaty showed the United Kingdom had recognized Johor’s 

sovereignty over the island as otherwise there would have been no need to transfer the 

title through the treaty. Malaysia furthermore contended that the actions of maintaining 

the lighthouse only amounted to those of the lighthouse operator and did not amount to 
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sovereignty over the island. Malaysia additionally refuted that other actions taken by 

Singapore, such as investigating shipwrecks off the coast of Pedra Branca, represented 

or required sovereignty over the island. In response to the 1953 letter, Malaysia argued 

that the secretary had had no authority to write it or make such calls concerning 

territory. 

Also under consideration were Middle Rocks and South Ledge, two geological 

features located in proximity to Pedra Branca. Singapore claimed that these should be 

considered as one unit with Pedra Branca given their geological and geographical 

proximities and thus under Singapore’s control. Singapore argued Malaysia had not 

exercised control over these features either and that Singapore had taken actions of 

sovereignty in nearby waters. Malaysia contended the three features were distinct 

entities and that in fact Malaysia had exercised sovereignty over Middle Rocks and 

South Ledge. 

The Ruling 

The ICJ ruled in 2008 that, while finding that Johor had historically controlled 

Pedra Branca, Singapore had taken sovereignty of the island by 20th century. The court 

was unable to decide whether the events of the 19th century had constituted a shift in 

sovereignty. However, it decided that Singapore’s actions had constituted those of a 

sovereign and that, coupled with Malaysia’s failure to challenge them, they 

demonstrated that sovereignty had effectively passed to Singapore by the end of the 

twentieth century. However, the court ruled the same did not apply to Middle Rocks and 

thus Malaysia could still exercise Johor’s ancient claim to that feature. The court found 

South Ledge belonged to the nation whose territorial waters it lay in, which was 
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problematic as the territorial waters of Pedra Branca and Malaysia overlapped around 

South Ledge. The court had not been asked to delimit maritime boundaries and 

consequently did not do so. 

Implications of the ICJ’s Decision 

Following the court’s ruling, Singapore claimed its maritime territory extended for 

12 nautical miles out from the island and that it had an Exclusive Economic Zone in 

these waters, a claim that Malaysia condemned. One of Malaysia’s counter-arguments 

was that Pedra Branca did not fulfill international criteria of an island. The two nations 

have since formed a joint committee to establish the maritime boundaries between their 

waters and continue to work towards this goal. 

The case provides precedent for deciding what constitutes sovereignty, in 

particular with regards to islands and other maritime features. The distinctions drawn 

between the concerns with Middle Rocks and those with Pedra Branca could 

demonstrate important considerations for deciding similar matters. 

Limitations of the Case 

The issues raised over the course of this legal proceeding have significant 

limitations. One such limitation is that the ICJ was not asked to consider issues of 

maritime territory and related boundary disputes which were instead left to Singapore 

and Malaysia to decide. While that does not mean nothing can be read from the issues 

involved in this case with regards to maritime boundaries, it points to a significant gap in 

legal precedent. Another important limitation is that during the court proceedings, the 

issue of what constitutes an island under international criteria for establishing maritime 

territory never came into question and thus the ICJ did not rule upon it. These limitations 
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can be seen as a demonstration of larger issues and ambiguities within the grander 

institution of international maritime law and the its conflict resolution mechanisms and 

policies.  

The Chagos Islands 

 The Chagos Islands Dispute is 

another interesting example of 

international territorial dispute 

arbitration. Although in its historical 

narrative it includes variables that the 

situation in the South China Sea lacks, 

it parallels several of the elements in 

the Spratly and Paracel Islands; from 

these, it provides interesting insight 

into how the international community is 

equipped to handle complex multi-

party territorial conflicts.  

The Islands Themselves 

The Chagos Islands are a chain 

of more than sixty coral-based islands located in the central Indian Ocean, nearly 500 

kilometers south of the Maldives. The islands are included in a vast 640,000 square 

kilometer Environment Preservation and Protection Zone (EPPZ) and Fisheries 

Conservation and Management Zone (FCMZ) – which are contentious – but recognized 

by the international community nonetheless.  

Figure 13: The image above, courtesy of 
Britlink, shows the Chagos Islands, located in 
the Indian Ocean, subject of the territorial 
disputes between the United Kingdom and 
island natives.  
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Despite the scale of the Environmental Zone (EZ) -- an amalgamated acronym to 

refer to both zones -- the area of land encompassed by the islands is a mere 60 square 

kilometers; the bulk of the EZ is accounted for by the waters surrounding the 

islands.  Jason Farago, in an article in the Guardian detailing the current state of affairs 

of the islands, describes the tropical portion of the archipelago as: “an island paradise 

[with] white beaches and palm trees, glittering water.” The main natural resources of the 

Chagos are coconuts, fish, and sugar cane.  

Now a part of the British Indian Ocean Territory, the Chagos Islands are 

historically the serial subjects of colonization efforts dating back to the 16th century. 

Initially from failed attempts by Portugal, then the Netherlands, then from France and 

England, they became populated after decades of being used as a resource stop on 

slave trade routes. Then, according to the University of South Africa, this native 

population of, “approximately 1,200 former agricultural workers resident in the Chagos 

Archipelago, often referred to as Chagossians or Ilois, were relocated to Mauritius and 

the Seychelles in the 1960s and 1970s.” In the throes of political upheaval in those 

decades, the United Kingdom and the United States mutually agreed upon the 

utilization and taking of the islands from these 1,200 natives as a military base.  

The Dispute 

 Though the story of the Chagos Islands is rife with sociocultural significance and 

modern colonialist ideals, the way that the international community responded to the 

territorial dispute of the claimancy is particularly interesting in reference to the narrative 

of the South China Sea. The claimancy of the territory on behalf of the British 

government was contested in international court – in the arbitration between the native 
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Chagossians and the United Kingdom, ITLOS ruled that the United Kingdom was not 

entitled to the waters surrounding the islands, or the land of the islands themselves.  

The Reaction to ITLOS 

Initially, the United Kingdom responded in a similar fashion to the PRC’s reaction 

to the Philippine’s counter-arbitration, and disregarded the decision, citing its lack of 

enforceability and ultimate uselessness in the scheme of its actions over the island. 

However, unlike the PRC at this juncture in the dispute within the South China Sea, the 

United Kingdom relented and followed the decision of the ITLOS, surrendering its 

immediate claimancy to the territories and their consequential resources. Seemingly as 

a solution to its lack of ability to utilize the formerly claimed waters and islands, the 

United Kingdom designated the surrounding waters after its acceptance of the ITLOS 

proceedings as an EZ.  

 The response of the Chaggossians and Mauritians, however, to the imposition of 

the EEPZ and MPA on the formerly claimed territories has been contentious, and 

negative. Effectively, the enforcement of the EZ over the territory disallows resource 

extraction and disallows sovereign existence in the region labeled so. The argument of 

the native populations is that there is no justice in an arbitrary zone being designated by 

another, and with those rights being voided the same way that another’s claimancy may 

have. The dispute begs the question of why the United Kingdom’s initially parallel 

reaction of apathy and disregard to the ITLOS arbitration changed.  

Concluding Thoughts 

 Though the PRC and the United Kingdom exist in different realms politically, 

economically, and culturally, their circumstances in these disputes share resemblances 
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and may offer insight into how we may be able to understand the weaknesses or 

vulnerabilities in our arbitration frameworks. Similar questions apply to how might we 

take the usage of EZ protections to the issue of resource extraction and usage in multi-

party claimancy situations, given the parallels that also exist within the Chagos Islands 

and the Senkaku and Paracels within the South China Sea.  

 

 

 

 

  



 

 31 

Questions to Consider: 

• How does the involvement of non-claimant nation states like the United States 

either dictate or fail to influence the dynamics of the international dispute?  

• Given the language of the UNCLOS and the previous reactions of claimants 

(namely China) to what the international community agrees as being fair third-

party arbitrations, what can the UNSC do to prevent the escalation of current 

tensions? 

• Considering the wealth of possible oil and natural gas reserves, as well as 

aquacultural biodiversity in the region, how do we combat the tragedy of the 

commons in a scenario where claimant nations not only act out of self-interest, 

but dually out of competitive, militaristic zeal – taking into consideration the 

usage of EZ protections as seen in the Chagos Islands dispute?  

• How do the intricacies of the economic situations of the involved nations play into 

their geopolitical stances and interpretations of and reactions to international 

legislation and arbitration?  
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Topic 2 | Open Agenda 

 Emulating the actual structure and role of the Security Council in having to 

respond to changing conflicts and situations on the ground everyday, this year we have 

entertained an Open Agenda for BMUN LXV. One of the reasons that Open Agenda is 

so important in the Security Council is because of the nature of the topics themselves, 

they're changing daily and at times dramatically.  

As a dias, we have provided you an overview of three pertinent conflicts around 

the world, as of the time of writing. The three topics included in this topic synopsis are 

the Syrian Civil War, the Burundi Crisis, and the Question of Boko Haram. However, 

circumstances are ever changing and we highly encourage delegate to not just treat this 

topic synopsis as set in stone, but instead to keep abreast of world issues. As we 

approach conference, the dias will post updates on these topics on the Security Council 

blog along with some other topics we might find pertinent or worthy of the council’s 

attention. In regards to position papers, you will have to write a position paper on South 

China Sea as well as one position paper on one of the recommended topics, more 

details will be available as the deadline for position papers draws closer.  

During committee itself, delegates will have a chance to either discuss the topics 

or propose new topics in a moderated caucus before proceeding to determine the 

agenda for the second topic of conference. 
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Open Agenda 1 | Syrian Civil War 

Brief Topic Background 

Originally beginning with peaceful protests during the 2011 Arab Spring, the 

Syrian conflict has since magnified significantly in the last five years, becoming one of 

the most violent and deplorable conflicts of the present, with more than a quarter of a 

million Syrians dead and more than 11 million displaced (“Syria: The Story of the 

Conflict”). The Syrian conflict, as of now, is part civil war and part sectarian war between 

the president’s Alawite sect and the country’s Sunni majority.  

There are concerns that the conflict also serves as a Great Powers dispute, 

acting as a proxy war for Russia and Iran against the United States. Alongside the 

immediate civil war, the Kurdish people and the terrorist organization known as the 

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) have also entered the conflict with aims of 

toppling the regime and establishing their own sphere of influence. With the multitude of 

players involved, it can sometimes be difficult to decipher the motivations and intentions 

of such parties, but one thing continues to be clear: the ever-moving parts of this conflict 

makes it increasingly difficult to untangle and the death toll continues to rise on all sides.  

The Seeds of the Civil War 

At its root, this conflict is ultimately began as a war between the people of Syria 

and its government, between freedom and oppression. Inspired by the 2011 Tunisian 

Revolution, the Arab Spring was bolstered by unrest throughout much of the Middle 

East and North Africa. The grievances against unemployment, corruption, and the 

suppression of civil liberties, sparked peaceful demonstration and protests throughout 

Syria. During a pro-democracy protest in 2011 in Daara, Syria, security forces began a 
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violent crackdown, opening fire on the crowd (Almond 2012). In subsequent protests, 

the Syrian army deploys tanks into suburban areas to put down the protests. In 

response, opposition supporters began taking up arms, calling for resignation of 

President Bashar Al Assad; by August 2011, the Free Syrian Army had been formed 

("Guide to the Syrian Rebels."). The Free Syrian Army, made up of soldiers that had 

defected from Assad's army, rebel groups and other opposition members, marked the 

pivot of this conflict from a mere uprising to a civil war.  

Many analysts point to the underlying sectarianism overtones of the conflict as a 

battle between Syria’s majority Sunni population and Assad’s minority Alawite sect 

which makes up most of the government and military ("Syria: The Story of the 

Conflict."). While Sunni and Shia Alawite are two different sects of Islam, the historically 

perpetuated division of power along sectarian lines is a bigger driver of conflict than the 

actual religious overtones of their differences in beliefs. Many perceive the Alawites to 

have come unfairly to power through a series of bloody coups in 1963, 1966, and 1970, 

and they consider Assad’s government fundamentally unrepresentative of the interests 

of the majority. Moreover, when the Assad family took power, Hafez Al Assad (Bashar’s 

father) organized state services, especially military and security apparatuses, along 

sectarian lines.  

In larger society, minority religious groups have tended to support the Assad 

government against the overwhelming majority of Sunni Muslims (Rafizadeh, 2011). 

The Alawites, the sect the Assad family is from, are first and foremost Syria’s largest 

religious minority, followed by the Christians, Druze, and Ismaelites. In part, minorities’ 

preference for the Assad regime can be attributed to the historical protections the 
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regime has afforded to minority groups. On the other hand, the issue can also be 

framed as the reluctance of other minority groups to support the Sunni opposition for 

fear of future reprisals in a post-Assad Syria.  

In 2013, it was discovered that the Assad Regime allegedly used Sarin gas, a 

chemical nerve agent banned by the Geneva Convention, in several attacks, the 

deadliest occurring in the city of Ghouta. The allegedly government sponsored attack on 

innocent civilians catalyzed the United States’ involvement in the Syrian war, with 

President Obama threatening military intervention if Syria continued to use chemical 

weapons. Prior to these attacks, the U.S.’s involvement included funding a planned CIA 

program that would train Syrian rebels but deployment of this program did not occur 

until after these instances of chemical warfare.  

Islamic State  

The armed rebellion has since evolved, it has been co-opted by external powers, 

as well as jihadists seeking to take advantage of the chaos to further their own ends. 

The Islamic State, also known as the Islamic State in Levant (ISIL), is a jihadist terror 

group seeking to establish a state governed by sharia law, or “caliphate”, in the Levant 

region. Originally a part of Al-Qaeda in Iraq, the Islamic State was first active in Iraq in 

2013, before it decided to set up al-Nusra front, another rebel, terrorist organization, in 

Syria.The organization capitalized on the chaos both in Syria and Iraq, gradually spread 

across northern Iraq, westward towards Syria (“What is ‘Islamic State’?”).   

Thus many argue that Syria has now become a “war within a war”, where fighters 

are engaged in battles between the rebels and local militias and terrorist affiliated-

jihadists, as well as the government and Kurdish forces. The presence of the Islamic 
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State has further fragmented the alliances in the Syrian war, as supporters are 

presented with the dilemma of either focusing their energies on eliminating the threat of 

the Islamic State, or defeating Assad’s forces. In fact, though the rebels are effectively 

mounting a campaign against the Islamic State, the regime has opportunistically taken 

advantage of the general fear of the Islamic State to place pressure on the rebel groups.  

International Airstrikes 

Nevertheless, while it seems that the involvement of the Islamic State has the 

potential to divide, it also has the potential to become a unifying force and rallying cry 

for international action. After three years of international inaction, on September 22, 

2014,  a U.S. led coalition consisting of countries like France, Germany, the United 

Kingdom, Bahrain, Jordan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates began to 

strike targets of the Islamic State inside Syria (Cooper and Schmitt, 2014). Prior to this, 

a similar military intervention in Iraq had begun in August. Later that year, the Pentagon 

expanded their fight by launched a training program for around 5,000 “moderate rebels” 

in an attempt to fight ISIL forces. However, after many setbacks, the program was 

terminated ("US to Scrap Syria Rebel Training Programme."). 

Though the 2014 coalition airstrikes are touted as evidence of international 

cooperation, they were heavily opposed to by Russia and China (“Russia warns US 

against strikes on Islamic State in Syria”). A long standing supporter of Syrian President 

Assad, Russia pointed to the lack of UN backing for the airstrikes, calling it “an act of 

aggression”. A year since then, Russia has flipped on the issue and has begun 

launching its own air strikes supposedly against Islamic State targets. Russian strikes 

have been equally controversial as there have emerged accusations and reports that 
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the Russian strikes have been targeting rebel bases instead, to the benefit of Assad’s 

regime (“Syrian rebels to Russia: Stop bombing us”). 

Turkish Participation 

In September 2016, Turkey, an ally of the rebels, joined the fight by declaring it 

had “a duty to defeat the ... Islamic State in neighbouring Syria.” ("Turkey 'has Duty' to 

Defeat Islamic State Group in Syria."). Turkey, who have hosted almost two million 

Syrian refugees displaced by the civil war as well as provided rebels with military 

support, directly moved against the Islamic State by allowing a US-led coalition to use 

its air bases in addition to launching their own airstrikes against Syria ("Turkey’s Shift on 

the Syrian War.").  

Turkey’s recent participation in the Western coalition against Islamic State 

marked a pivotal shift in its stance. Previously Turkey has limited its participation in 

Syria to fighting its domestic civil war against the Kurds, an ethnic group spread across 

Iraq, Syria and Turkey that has been seeking autonomy for the last decade. In Turkey, 

the Kurds have effectively mobilized themselves in the form of the Kurdistan Workers’ 

Party (PKK), a guerilla group based in northern Iraq who have long battled for an 

independent Kurdish state.  

In Syria, this war against the kurds has had serious implications for Syrian Kurds 

who form the Popular Protection Units (YPG); Turkey views the YPG as an extension of 

the PKK and has thus been the target of Turkey’s bombardments in the region. Turkey 

sees YPG as an equally significant threat as the Syrian group’s successes in carving 

out a separate Kurdish state in Syria could set a precedence for the Kurds residing 

within Turkey as well. Critics have stated that Turkey’s “simultaneous campaign against 
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the Kurds could seriously undermine” existing efforts to defeat Islamic State (“Turkey’s 

Shift on the Syrian War”), since the YPG has been one of the key allies of the coalition 

fighting against ISIL (“Turkey v Syria’s Kurds v Islamic State”). 

 

Figure 1: Syria’s division of Power; Source: Al Jazeera. 

Over the last five years, the Syrian civil war has undergone a multitude of 

changes and has seen the involvement of many stakeholders - domestically and 

externally. Some of the key stakeholders in the conflict can be identified as Assad’s 

regime, the Kurds, ISIS, and the Rebels within Syria, as well as the U.S., Russia, Saudi 

Arabia and Iran from the outside. Each of the groups involved in the conflict have their 

own distinct vested interests, which motivates them to support different groups on the 

ground, sometimes in contradiction to other aims. The complexity of the conflict has 

transcended its basic timeline and statelines, in order to truly resolve the problem, it 

would require the prioritization of different aspects of the conflict.  
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UN Involvement 

The General Assembly along with the Human Rights Council have consistently 

condemned the actions of the Syrian government and have passed several resolutions 

calling upon the republic to end violence against civilians. A/HRC/RES/S-16/1 creates a 

“fact-finding mission by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights to 

investigate all alleged human rights violations” called the Commission of Inquiry on 

Syria. Although several UN bodies have responded to the escalating crisis in Syria, 

tangible action in the region has been slowed by the increasing tension of the Big 5 

nations as four of the five permanent members are active on the ground supporting 

opposing sides. Since 2011, the United States has been calling for sanctions against 

the Assad regime; however, Russia has been steadfast as Assad’s ally, continuously 

vetoing all sanctions against the regime. ("Syria.") 

Multiple attempts by the UN to broker a ceasefire have failed. Beginning in March 

2012, when Kofi Annan was appointed the UN-Arab League special envoy to Syria. His 

six-point peace plan, though initially agreed to by both sides, quickly failed to hold as 

both the army and opposition continued their rocket shelling in defiance of the ceasefire 

(“UN: Both sides in Syria are violating the truce”). Kofi Annan then resigned from his 

position as the designated UN mediator in the conflict (“Kofi Annan resigns as UN-Arab 

League”), an action that would mark the beginning of a succession of UN appointed 

special envoys in Syria failing to bring the conflicting parties to the table - such as 

Lakdhar Brahimi in 2012, and Staffan de Mistura in 2014 (Hinnesbusch, Zartman, et al., 

2016). 
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As the conflict continues to escalates, the Security Council has been forced to 

take more direct action. In 2015, the Security Council approved a resolution that aims to 

tackle the conflict in three distinct ways. First, it establishes a 17 nation International 

Syria Support Group (ISSG) to handle the Syria peace process. Second, it calls for a 

ceasefire between Assad’s regime and opposition supporters in order to draft a new 

constitution, laid out in a peace plan by the ISSG earlier. Third, it appoints the United 

Nations as both a leading and guiding force in negotiations between the regime and 

opposition. While some critics say that this resolution simply continues a pattern of 

inaction from the United Nations on the issue, it marks a turn in strategy, one that is 

focused on internationalizing the efforts in the region. This is especially important since 

the Syrian war and efforts by foreign backers have been generally motivated by 

individual nations’ self-serving agendas. (Elise and Ellis 2015) 

Among one of the top violences committed against the innocent civilians caught 

in the crosshairs of this war, is the external and internal displacement they are 

experiencing. Since the outbreak of the conflict, over 11 million people have been 

displaced from their homes- either fleeing elsewhere in Syria or oftentimes north for 

hopes of asylum in Europe. ("About This Website.") In 2015, Secretary General, Ban Ki 

Moon stated that there must be “an exponential increase in global solidarity” as the 

death toll in the conflict rises above 470,000 and many Syrians are risking death and 

embarking on perilous journeys to reach a chance of safety in Europe. (Barnard 2015) 

As a result of this refugee crisis it is estimated that countries around the region must 

accept around 480,000 Syrians in the next three years. (Cumming-Bruce 2016). The 

UNHCR established the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) and the 2016 
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Syria Humanitarian Response Plan to combat this growing problem by calling for 

monetary support in order to provide support and protection to these refugees. ("Syria 

Emergency."). 
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The Security Council 

Should the Security Council decide to adopt the Syrian question unto its agenda, 

it is imperative that the committee not only consider the security threat posed by ISIS, 

but also the fundamental nature of the Syrian crisis as a civil war that has gradually 

devolved into a proxy war between Great Powers. The resolution of the conflict is not 

achieved merely through the establishment of a ceasefire between the current players, 

but also creating a strategy for a peaceful and stable political transition to protect the 

rights and dignity of the Syrian people. It is especially imperative to protect civilians from 

the vested interests of involved powers, for the effects of the conflict and its resolution 

will be felt for decades on the ground.  
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Open Agenda 2 | Peace in Burundi 

“Our country is on the brink of war, and we feel forgotten.” -Genevieve Kanyange 

 

Figure 1: Map of Burundi and Rwanda. Source: BBC 

Rooted in the failures of colonialism, Burundi is a nation ravaged by conflicts as a 

result of strong ethnic divisions between the Hutus and the Tutsis, the major ethnic 

groups in Burundi (“The Heart of the Hutu-Tutsi Conflict”). Prior to its independence 

from Belgium, the Belgians perpetuated a minority, Tutsi, elite. Similar to its neighbor 

Rwanda, the demographics of Burundi made this designation a fundamental mismatch 

in society; there was a majority Hutu population, making up 85% of the population, that 

was not represented by the Tutsi minority, only 14% of the population, that many 

believe were only in power because of the will of a foreign nation. Echoing similar 

events to Rwanda, Burundi was thrust into a civil war that began in 1993 and still burns 

today.  
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Historical Background 

After the Belgians left the region, Burundi, unlike Rwanda, chose to retain its 

monarchy and held their first national elections on June 27, 1993. Although these 

elections seemed to quell the nation at first, Burundi was quickly swept into internal 

conflict when the first elected Hutu president, Melchoir Ndadaye was assassinated 

during an attempted coup Tutsi nationalists (“Leader of Burundi Reportedly Killed in a 

Coup by an Ethnic Rival”). In response to Tutsi elitism, a Hutu organization called  

Umugambi w'Abakozi b'U burundi or Burundi Workers' Party (UBU), which Ndadaye 

was a key leader of, dedicated itself to carrying out systematic attacks against the 

ethnic Tutsi population (“International commission of Inquiry for Burundi: Final Report”).  

In hopes of once again quelling violence, Cyprien Ntaryamira, a Hutu but more 

moderate than Ndadaye, was chosen as Ndadaye’s successor. Ntaraymira’s presidency 

was short lived though as he was assassinated in 1994 along with the Rwandan 

President Juvenal Habyarimana, another Hutu leader. This assassination marked the 

beginning of the Rwandan genocide and added fuel to the growing fire of violence and 

unrest in Burundi as  thousands of Rwandan refugees fled to Burundi in addition to 

extremists from the both sides of the genocide (Graham-Harrison 2016). The 

government continued to operate for four years under a power-sharing system; 

however, in 1996 Pierre Buyoya, a Tutsi, seized control through a coup due to growing 

discontent over the government’s failure to handle rebel attacks. The conflict initially 

escalated due to the coup, beginning with Hutu rebels killing 300 Tutsis, and gaining 

international condemnation of the issue. Over the following two years, the violence 

began to lessen and in 1998, Buyoya reached a peace agreement with Hutu rebels and 
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was sworn in as president with a Hutu vice-president. Shortly after Buyoya’s 

inauguration,  the Arusha peace talks began. 

The Arusha peace talks took two years, moderated by Nelson Mandela, and 

reached a power-sharing agreement that saw a rotation of ruling parties every 18 

months and equitable distribution of power between the Hutus and Tutsis in both the 

government and military. The peace agreement signed by the government and three 

Tutsi rebel groups, although a great symbolic step forward, lacked success as two Hutu 

rebel groups did not agree. Therefore, the fighting continued to rage on (Arusha Peace 

and Reconciliation Agreement for Burundi). 

After this attempted peace agreement, Burundi saw two major massacres, an 

attack on the mainly Tutsi army by Hutu rebels, a mass-kidnapping, and an attempted 

coup over the course of two years. The growing insurrection led to an African Union 

intervention in late 2003, with a force of over 2008 personnel from South Africa, 

Ethiopia, and Mozambique. (Rodt 2011) At the same time as this intervention, President 

Buyoya stepped down, as agreed to in the Arusha peace talks, and Domitien 

Ndayizaze, a Hutu, took power. Ndayizaze and the leading Hutu rebel group, National 

Council for the Defense of Democracy - Forces for the Defense of Democracy (CNDD-

FDD) signed a ceasefire that legitimized the FDD as a political party and integrated 

Hutus into the largely Tutsi military.  

After this ceasefire, the first with a Hutu rebel group, the violence began to de-

escalate; however,, the nation still saw the assassination of the papal nuncio in 2003 

and an attack by the Forces of National Liberation (FNL), a different Hutu rebel group, 

on a Congolese Tutsi refugee camp on near the Congolese-Burundian border that left 
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180 dead. This attack on a UN refugee camp, led to intervention by the Security Council 

and a special envoy that took over intervention from the African Union and eventually 

facilitated the disarming of Burundi rebels and soldiers on both sides of the conflict (“At 

Least 180 Killed in Attack on a Refugee Camp in Burundi”).  

In 2005, a new army was established consisting of one Hutu rebel group and the 

rest Tutsis as well as a new constitution that was approved by a referendum- the first 

time Burundians had voted since 1994. Shortly afterwards, in another vote, the FDD 

won the majority of the parliament, and Pierre Nkurunziza was elected president. 

Burundi’s new constitution was heavily based off the Arusha peace agreement that was 

established in 2000 between the Burundi government and Tutsi rebel groups, and the a 

large reason for its success is its emphasis on power-sharing between the Hutu and 

Tutsi parties. 

The Tutsi minority only accounts for 15% of the Burundi population; however, 

despite this smaller physical representation, the Tutsi leaders worked hard not to lose 

the larger representation they had in the Burundian government and military. The 

agreements and later constitution outline a 50/50 ratio of representation in the armed 

forces and 60/40 ratio representation of Hutus to Tutsis in the parliament and other 

national institutions. The equitable distribution was inspired by South Africa’s transition 

out of apartheid, as Mandela moderated the talks, and ensured that the majority Hutus 

would not overpower the “physical and intellectual” capacity of the minority Tutsis. 

Although this distribution made many Hutu rebel groups hesitant to agree to the peace 

agreement and only later grudgingly agree to the new constitution, it was a key element 
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in moving the Tutsis, historically the elite of Burundi, to step back and allow for more 

Hutu power in the Burundi government.  

A second important factor in the peace agreement and later constitution was the 

limit of a president to two terms. Although at the constitution’s signing this clause did not 

play a huge role despite deterring any ethnic group holding indefinite power, the clause 

will play a huge role in Burundi’s history ten years later (“Insights from the Burundian 

Crisis (III): Back to Arusha and the Politics of Dialogue”). 

2006 to 2015 

The beginning of Nkrunziza’s presidency is marked with the lifting of the night-

time curfew which Burundi had in place since 1972 as well as a ceasefire with the FNL, 

the last major rebel group. Due to the the apparent push towards peace, the UN ended 

its peacekeeping operations and transitioned its mission in Burundi towards rebuilding 

the nation. Nkrunziza’s administration was also marked by an upswing in economic 

activity and international cooperation as Burundi, Rwanda and the Democratic Republic 

of the Congo relaunched their regional economic bloc, the Great Lakes Countries 

Economic Community (CEPGL) (Revival of the Economic Community of the Great 

Lakes Countries and Its Specialized Institutions). In addition, to the creation of the 

CEPGL, Burundi supplied the African Union with peacekeepers to intervene in the 

growing Somalian conflict in 2007.  

Unfortunately, Burundi’s carefully crafted period of peace hit an obstacle in 2008 

when Hussein Radjabu, the party chairman of the FDD, was sentenced to 13 years in 

prison for allegedly plotting an armed rebellion and insulting Nkurunziza, who was 

previously the FDD party chairman before being elected president. In addition to this 
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jailing, the FNL ceasefire began to degrade as rebel fighters and the Nkurunziza 

government broke out into fighting that left 100 dead. Nkurunziza though was able to 

quickly quell the growing dissidence and signed another ceasefire with the FNL later in 

2008. (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13087604) 

The restored peace continued to signal a more stable Burundi in 2009 when the 

Paris Club of creditor nations cancelled the entire $134.3 million debt that Burundi owed 

its members. In addition to this further economic upswing Godefroid Niymobare became 

the first ever Hutu leader of the army, and the FNL finally dissolved as a military 

organization and reformed into a political party, as the FDD had done four years prior. 

The FNL’s peace only lasted a year as Nkurunziza was re-elected leading to calls of 

corruption and rigging and the creation of the opposition coalition, the Alliance of 

Democrats for Change (ADC-Ikibiri) as well as driving FNL leader Agathon Rwasa into 

hiding (“Burundi: Crackdown on Rights Following Elections”). 

Over the following year, over 300 people were killed, mainly members of the FNL 

and ADC-Ikibir in general, and opposition party members who held government 

positions were replaced with more compliant persons to the current administration. In 

addition, Nkurunziza began restricting freedoms of press and speech which culminated 

in 2013 with a ban on reporting  any matters that “restricts journalists’ ability to do 

investigative reporting, weakens protections for sources, increases fines and requires all 

journalists to have a university degree” (“Burundi’s Pierre Nkurunziza approves media 

law”). The same year, Rwasa came out of hiding to announce his bid for the presidency 

in 2015. The crackdown on freedoms by the government continued in 2014 when a 

senior UN official was forced to leave the nation by Nkurunziza when a report signaled 
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that the government was arming young supporters ahead of the upcoming elections 

(“Burundi expels UN official over arms report”). The Burundian opposition leader Leonce 

Ngendakumana was also sentenced to a year in prison for slander, a move seen by the 

international community as Nkurunziza attempting to block his possible bid for the 

presidency.  

The restriction of freedoms and the attempt of Nkurunziza to seize complete 

control over Burundi peaked with the submission of a constitutional amendment in 2014 

by the FDD to the Burundian parliament. The proposed amendment would restructure 

the balance of power established nine years prior with the introduction of one prime 

minister to replace the current system of two vice-presidents - one Tutsi and one Hutu. 

the move would largely benefit the current Hutu majority by further removing the 

minority Tutsi from any high ranking executive positions.  

In addition to this rebalance, the amendment would also amend the constitutional 

clause on term limit that currently states a president can serve two directly-elected 

terms, and “the first post-war leader will be indirectly elected by lawmakers - as 

Nkurunziza” was by removing the clause about “the first post-war leader”. Without this 

clause many argued it would open up Nkurunziza to legally run for a third term as his 

first term was not elected by the people but by the parliament. The amendment went on 

to narrowly fail by only one vote, but it did not stop the growing drive of the FDD to 

retain executive power over Burundi (Nduwimana 2014). 

In early 2015, despite the failure of the constitutional amendment, Nkurunziza 

announced his intentions to run for a third term of presidency signaling the end of 

almost a ten year period of mostly peace and stability when. Although his bid exceeded 
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the term limit allowed under the Burundi constitution, the Burundi constitutional court 

ruled in favor of his presidential bid, despite cries of intimidation of the judges, 

circumventing the need for the previously attempted amendment (“Burundi court backs 

President Nkurunziza on third-term”). 

Nkurunziza’s Third Term  

Nkurunziza’s announcement of his third bid for the presidency triggered mass 

protests in April, and Burundians began fleeing to neighboring countries such as 

Rwanda in numbers more than 50,000 (Higgins and Smith, 2015). In an attempt to gain 

control over the capital and thus, the country, General Godefroid Niyombare backed by 

senior officers in the army and police, launched an unsuccessful military coup in May 

(“Burundi President Nkurunziza faces attempted coup”). Opposition members even 

made calls in June to boycott the July election. Nevertheless, Nkurunziza won a third 

term allegedly in a landslide.  

Outside of Burundi, the African Union (AU) has long been alarmed by the state of 

affairs in Burundi, flagging it for monitoring after Nkurunziza declared his intentions to 

stand for a third term. Especially after the attempted military coup in May 2015, the AU 

authorized the Eastern Africa Standby Force to begin preparations for a peace support 

operation in Burundi. Attempts at cooperation and peaceful reconciliation have yielded 

little results; Burundian officials have refused to cooperate, denying entry to human 

rights monitors and military observers. The AU has responded with increasingly punitive 

measures, authorizing sanctions against key Burundian leaders (“Communique from the 

551st Meeting”).  
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The rocky start to Nkurunziza’s third term only served to foreshadow the 

difficulties that would mar the rest of his presidency, both internally and externally. In 

December 2015, rebel-led attacks on three military camps in Bujumbura caused a spike 

in violence and unrest in the country, with government security forces publicly executing 

militants suspected of carrying out the attacks. In the chaos of the crackdown, up to 87 

people were killed in one of days, and there are reports from UN officials of government 

forces engaging in acts of gang rape (“Burundi’s Forces are Engaging in Gang Rape, 

U.N. official says”).  

The complete breakdown in law and order forced the AU to issue an ultimatum to 

either accept a 5,000 strong peacekeeping force or face more sanctions and even a 

military intervention; Nkurunziza brusquely rejected the proposal, declaring that military 

intervention would constitute “an attack on the country and every Burundian will stand 

up and fight”, a decision supported by Burundi’s parliament unanimously (Williams, 

2016).  

Ethnic Violence  

The violence that has characterized Nkurunziza’s third term has taken on 

decidedly ethnic overtones, with Tutsis being the main targets of the government’s 

arrests and attacks. There are doubts that the hundreds killed are all participants of the 

attacks or other protests, with human rights monitors questioning if authorities are taking 

advantage of the opacity of the situation to pick on the ethnic Tutsis (Gettleman, 2015). 

This is especially as reports concerning Imbonerakure, a youth group allied with the 

CNN-FDD Hutu rebel group that Nkurunziza led during the civil war of 1993, have 
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emerged placing suspicions on the group for carrying out summary executions, tortures, 

and beatings, and targeting Tutsis.  

Apart from the accusations of violence, ethnic divisions have slowly emerged in 

different ways. Edouard Nshimirimana, a Tutsi lieutenant colonel defected and created 

a new rebel group to “protect the population”, they call themselves the Republican 

Forces of Burundi, or “Forebu” (“Burundi rebels announce force to oust president”). 

There are other reports, that the government has reshuffled the military, removing Tutsi 

officers from key positions (Gettleman, 2015). Internal divisions and violence amongst 

dissidents, regime loyalists, and outside groups increases the the risk of violence and 

mass atrocities - perpetrated by an army fractured, divided, and at war with itself. A 

government led effort towards ethnicisation, in the form of propaganda and conflict, is 

more problematic than tensions rife amongst the people (Graham-Harrison, 2016). The 

problem in Burundi is that the ethnic divisions are not as binary as Rwanda’s genocide, 

and as an international community we cannot paint Burundi by the broad brushstrokes 

of Rwanda’s history. 
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UN Involvement 

 The United Nations involvement in Burundi ranges from forms of recognition and 

solidarity in times of crisis, to providing direct support through special envoys and 

missions. In recent times, the government has rejected all external overtures of help - 

both from the African Union and the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). 

Recognition: In 1996, the United Nations declared that Ndadaye’s 

Assassination and the events that occurred in the aftermath, were, indeed, acts of 

genocide. This declaration was in response to the events that occurred in Burundi in 

October 1993 - the acts of genocide were against the Tutsi minority (“International 

commission of Inquiry for Burundi: Final Report”).   

UN Operation in Burundi: Created with the intent to uphold and secure the 

continuation of the Arusha Peace and Reconciliation Agreement, the United Nations 

Operation in Burundi(ONUB) consisted in military personnel, civilian police, and support 

personnel (S/RES/1545 (2004)). In addition to holding up the Arusha accords, ONUB 

helped implement other peace agreements signed by the government and CNDD-FDD 

rebel group. It was formed by the Security Council in 2004 and replaced with the United 

Nations Integrated Office in Burundi (BINUB) in 2007. BINUB supported the enactment 

of the ceasefire between the government and last rebel group, Palipehutu-FNL.  

Terminated in 2010, BINUB was replaced by the United Nations Office in Burundi 

in January 2011. Establish by the Security Council resolution S/RES/1959(2010), the 

new office made to continue the mission in Burundi until duties were eventually 

transferred to the UN Electoral Observation Mission in Burundi (MENUB) in 2015. The 
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new mission is lead by Mr. Cassam Uteem through an appointment by the Secretary 

General. One of the main goals of this mission is to ensure that elections are fair in the 

country. The mission will oversee and report on the electoral process of the country. 

In response to the electoral crisis of 2015, MENUB assessed that “the legislative 

and communal electoral process of June 29 took place against the background of a 

political crisis, and in a climate of widespread fear and intimidation in parts of the 

country” (“A week from presidential polls, Burundi on 'brink of devastating violence,'”). 

2016: In 2016, UN independent investigation on Burundi (UNIIB) officially 

announced that Burundi, as a state, had committed human rights violations. The report, 

commissioned by the United Nations Human Rights Council, stated that Burundi was 

responsible for rapes, disappearances, murders, and mass arrests. The architects of 

the report called upon the African Union and the Security council to take tangible 

actions against the gross violations of human rights that are occurring in Burundi and in 

neighboring countries-to help quell the epicenter of violence in the region (Burke, 2016).  

Furthermore, in response to the violence and human rights abuses in Burundi, 

the Security Council voted to approve a 228 strong Police Force to monitor the situation 

in Burundi for a year. Like the African Union’s earlier attempts to deploy a 5,000 strong 

peacekeeping force, the government likewise refused (“Burundi rejects UN police force 

to help end violence”). The situation is complicated by the fact that the government is 

keeping a tight hold on Burundi’s borders and the visas it is willing to grant (Graham-

Harrison, 2016), making it difficult to obtain information on what is happening on the 

ground, complicating the Security Council’s attempts to determine if it has sufficient 

mandate to request stronger action in the country.  
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The Security Council 

 The Security Council should remain abreast of developments in Burundi, 

especially as the end of President Nkurunziza’s third term draws near. The international 

community’s inability to assert pressures on Burundi and alleviate the situation on the 

ground is particularly worrying considering the precedent it sets for other similarly 

unstable countries in the region. Already haunted by the horrors of Rwanda and Bosnia, 

it is imperative we do not let history repeat itself in Burundi.  
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Open Agenda 3 | Boko Haram 

Best known for its rejection of ‘Western Schools’ and raids on schools, 

Boko Haram is a terrorist organization that has been around since 2002. The 

organization has kidnapped over 200 schoolgirls, attacked national security 

forces in multiple states in West Africa, and has attempted to establish Islamic 

rule in states such as Nigeria, Chad, Niger and Cameroon. Most recently in 

2015, according to the Global Terrorism Index, Boko Haram overtook ISIS as 

the world’s deadliest terrorist group according to the number of deaths they 

were responsible for in 2014 (Pisa and Hume, 2015).  

Brief Topic Background 

Since 2009, Boko Haram, a militant Islamist group has been 

committing repeated acts of violence in Nigeria. Officially called “Jama’atu 

Ahlus-Sunnah Lidda’Awati Wal Jihad” translating into “People Committed to 

the Propagation of the Prophet’s Teaching and Jihad”, the group is more 

commonly called Boko Haram. Colloquially translating to “Western education 

is a sin”, Boko Haram was formed as a rejection of the Westernization of 

Nigerian society and the economic inequalities in Nigeria between the 

Christian south and the Muslim north. Boko Haram’s terrorization of Nigeria’s 

police force, schools, religious institutions, and civilians is rooted in the pursuit 

of creating an Islamic State. 

Due to the nature of Boko Haram’s ideology, recruiting efforts typically 

are centered around mosques and Islamic schools created by its founder, 

Mohammed Yusuf. The group insists that the state of Nigeria is run by non-
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believers, even in 2007 to 2010, when Nigeria was run by a Muslim president 

(Chothia, 2015). 

2009 Radicalization 

While the group was initially founded in 2002 by Islamist cleric 

Mohammed Yusuf, 2009 marked the true beginning of the campaign of 

attacks. Prior to 2009, the group’s actions were mainly voicing strong 

criticisms of northern Muslims complacent with the illegitimate Islamic State. 

In July 2009, the police began an operation to reduce crime in the city of 

Maiduguri, a crackdown that resulted in nine Boko Haram members being 

arrested and their weapons confiscated on July 26. Taking advantage of the 

situation, Boko Haram launched a series of attacks targeting police stations 

and other government buildings in retaliation. By July 30, more than 700 

people had been killed.  

Security forces responded in kind with heavy-handed oppression with 

witness reports stating “once they find anyone who they believe is a member, 

they just execute them right there,” (Murray and Nossiter, 2009). The tough 

crackdown though led to the capture and subsequent execution of Yusuf. The 

execution of Yusuf, alongside other group members, was captured on video, 

televised, and shared on the internet (“Nigeria row over militant killing”). The 

killing was particularly controversial because Yusuf seemed to be unarmed 

and brutally executed in the video, and has been described as an instance of 

“extrajudicial killing” by Human Rights Watch. Rising from the proverbial 

ashes, the group refocused under a new leader, Abubakar Shekau. Shekau 



 

 67 

has been apart of Boko Haram since 2002, serving as deputy leader until 

Yusuf’s death, and the rise of the new leader marked another increase in  

insurgency (Chothia, 2015). 

 While Boko Haram gained some momentum through its six-year 

insurgency, backing by al-Qaeda through monetary support and military 

training provided in 2010 provided a significant upswing to their activity. This 

newly invigorated insurrection led to a series of attacks, suicide bombings, 

and assassinations in cities including Maiduguri and Abuja. New followers 

and updated tactics from overseas training, most likely from al-Qaeda, were 

deployed with Boko Haram’s attack UN headquarters in Abuja, Nigeria’s 

capital, in 2011. The attack left 18 dead and destroyed several floors of the 

headquarters where two-six UN agencies operate out of. The attack signalled 

international attention and was denounced as a “transnational crime” (Murray 

and Nositter, 2011). 

Despite international attention, Nigeria still was unable to stop the 

growing power of Boko Haram, and the following year in Bauchi, the group 

staged a successful prison break- freeing more than seven hundred inmates. 

During the attack, Boko Haram insurgents used “sophisticated weapons” to 

overpower guards, signalling once again the overseas support by other 

radical sects (“Prison Break”). In response to these multiple terror attacks, the 

government tried to distill Boko Haram but, allegedly killed more civilians than 

Boko Haram members. Fearful that Boko Haram had begun making 

connections with other militant groups including al-Qaeda Nigerian President 
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Goodluck Johnson declared a state of emergency and, the United States 

announced that Boko Haram was, indeed, a terrorist organization in 2013 

(Chothia, 2015).  

2014 Rise and Fall of Power 

Although Boko Haram had already been waging a brutal war to instill 

fundamental Islamic policies in Nigeria for over four years, 2014 saw a 

transition from their conventional strategies. They continued with 

assassinations and mass terror attacks, but Boko Haram began mass 

kidnappings of women in various towns who they would sell to their militants 

as brides. 

One of the its controversials kidnappings was of an estimated 276 

teenage girls from a boarding school in Chibok in Borno, Nigeria, in April 

2014. The militants stormed the school and engaged the guarding soldiers in 

a lengthy gun battle, eventually overpowering them and entering the school. 

The attack was thoroughly planned with waiting caravans to transport the girls 

as well as armed motorcyclists to flank the caravan to stop any escapees. As 

they fled with the girls, the militants left a trail of destruction and burning 

buildings throughout the state of Borno. It was reported later by girls that had 

escaped the camps that the girls were sold for ₦2,000 ($12.50) each as wives 

to Boko Haram members (Abubakar, 2014, 1).  

On May 5, soldiers from Gamboru Ngala left the two to search for the 

girls and while gone, Boko Haram stormed the town killing over 300 residents 

(“Hundreds killed in Boko Haram attack in Nigeria”). On June 24, Boko Haram 
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militants invaded the village of Kummabaza and held the villagers hostage for 

four days. After killing 30 men, the militants took 60 women hostage and fled 

in a caravan (Abubakar, 2014, 2). By the end of June, it was reported that 

Boko Haram had over 600 women captured and held in camps throughout 

Northeast Nigeria.  

The quick and brutal campaign by Boko Haram drew criticism against 

President Goodluck Jonathan for his inability to contain and suppress the 

growing violence, and beginning the following year the terror continued with 

another expansion of Boko Haram’s strategies - gaining control over entire 

villages and areas. In January 2015, Boko Haram began a siege on the 

villages of Baga and Doron Baga in Borno State, where their attacks the 

previous year had been centralized, and quickly gained control over the area. 

With the momentum of a year of successful attacks, Boko Haram attempted 

to seize control of the Maiduguri, the capital of Borno State, essentially giving 

them control over the entire state; however, government troops were finally 

able to stop the militants and rebuff their attack. During their siege however, 

Boko Haram simultaneously attacked Monguno, another Borno State city, and 

took control. A second attempt a week later against Maiduguri was made but 

once again failed. 

Over the course of a year, Boko Haram had gone from a terrorist sect, 

deploying destructive attacks across the Northern half of Nigeria, to a militant 

group that had now kidnapped over 2000 women and seized significant 

swaths of land in the northeast state of Borno, Nigeria. With the loss of control 
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of Nigerian cities, Johnson’s administration was pressed to take sudden and 

effective action. On February 7, 2015, the National Electoral Commission 

announced a six week postponement of national elections in order to prepare 

and execute a military campaign to regain the controlled 20,000 square miles. 

Following this announcement, the African Union (AU) endorsed Johnson’s 

offensive and organized a 7500 soldier Multinational Joint Task Force 

(MNJTF); however, the AU declared the task force would protect the border 

and stop the spread of Boko Haram but would not participate directly in the 

offensive campaign as “Nigeria insisted it is capable of tackling Boko Haram” 

on its own (“Boko Haram crisis: African Union backs regional force of 7,500 

troops”). Nigeria did work individually with the Chadian army. 

The offensive began with a Chadian attack in Gamboru on a Boko 

Haram stronghold leading to the death of 200 militants. Over the course of the 

following seven days, Boko Haram experienced 300 casualties and lost 11 

cities to the Nigerian army. At the beginning of March, multiple airstrikes were 

carried against remaining Boko Haram strongholds and controlled towns, 

expediting the retreat of Boko Haram. The offensive reached its tipping point 

when the Nigerian army captured the Boko Haram headquarters in Gwoza on 

March 27 and the Chadian army killed 80 militants and arrested 1000 

supporters. By the end of the two-month offensive, 700 of the 2000 captured 

women had been freed. Accounts from the women reported “shortages of 

weapons, fuel and food, leading to internal fracturing” in Boko Haram.  
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Although Boko Haram had not been completely eradicated, it had once 

again been driven back into the Sambisa Forest and returned to the level of 

power it held at the beginning of its 2014 offensive. In the following months, 

Boko Haram murdered 70 civilians in Cameroonian border towns and killed 

41 Nigerian citizens on election day to deter people from voting. Despite the 

attacks, millions of citizens still arrived to the polls to cast their votes, and 

Johnson was successful at stopping the quickly growing momentum of Boko 

Haram (“Boko Haram”). 

ISIL Allegiance 

During the offensive by the Nigerian government, Shekau, the leader 

of Boko Haram, released an audio tape stating that Boko Haram would align 

itself with ISIL - which was later confirmed in a message by Abu Bakr al-

Baghdadi, leader of ISIS. The alliance of extremist groups was spurred by 

mutual benefit as Boko Haram furthered ISIL’s quickly growing territory with a 

foothold in Western Africa, and ISIL provided Boko Haram with greater 

international legitimacy leading to increased recruitment as well as continued 

training, as Boko Haram had previously received from al-Qaeda (Chothia, 

2015).  However, some experts argue that the ISIL allegiance signaled a 

desperation by Boko Haram in a move to “boost its members’ morale, image 

and attract local support,” (“Boko Haram”).  

Boko Haram continued multiple terror attacks in Northern Nigeria 

throughout the rest of 2015, but failed to capture any land in Nigeria. Later in 

the year, Boko Haram increased attacks on neighboring nations, Cameroon, 
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Chad, and Niger; however, in October, the United States deployed 300 troops 

to help in the eradication of Boko Haram and similar militant groups. During 

the first few months of 2016, Boko Haram was responsible for 244 deaths, the 

smallest amount in five years (“Nigeria Social Violence Project”). Later that 

year, ISIL announced that Abu-Musab al-Barnawi would take the place of 

leader of Boko Haram; however, the current leader Shekau rejected these 

claims and vowed to fight for power while still staying loyal to ISIL. The 

sudden conflict of power led to a splintering of Boko Haram into two opposing 

factions that further dispersed their quickly disappearing power (Iaccino, 

2016). 

Boko Haram, although weaker than two years ago, is continuing its 

series of terrorist attacks against Nigeria and neighboring nations with the aim 

of instilling stricter Islamic rule and is still loyal to ISIL as Boko Haram 

militants have been found fighting for ISIL in Libya. Despite the quick rise and 

fall of power of Boko Haram, the militant sect is far from eradicated. They still 

can be found recruiting and operating based around Lake Chad and the 

Sambisa Forest and still have supporters throughout surrounding areas. The 

Nigerian and AU’s campaign against Boko Haram was successful at reducing 

them to similar power if not less than they had at the beginning of their rise to 

power in 2009, but the sect still poses a serious threat of once again 

attempting a rapid expansion. 
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Underlying Social Problems 

“Corruption became the catalyst for Boko Haram. [Mohammed] Yusuf would 

have found it difficult to gain a lot of these people if he was operating in a 

functional state. But his teaching was easily accepted because the 

environment, the frustrations, the corruption, [and] the injustice made it fertile 

for his ideology to grow fast, very fast, like wildfire.” -Nigerian Journalist 

 

Figure 1: Nigerian States with Sharia Law shown in green Source: 

Wikimedia Commons 

 The initial seeds of Boko Haram and their slow rise to power is due to 

the stark contrasts between North and South Nigeria. North Nigeria is 

predominantly Muslim and extremely poor, and in 2000, all 12 states in it had 

adopted Sharia Law. The South by comparison is a mainly Christian area with 

many booming cities such as Lagos, the largest city on the African continent, 

and it outranks the North in “almost every conceivable measure: growth is 

higher; there is more investment; and public services such as education and 

health care are significantly more robust.”  
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One of the largest issues between North and South Nigeria is 

education. Nigeria is one of the largest oil producers in the world, but only 

less than one percent of the Gross National Income goes towards schooling. 

Although public education is free throughout the nation, most schools require 

books and uniforms, amounting on average to $200 per student, while 

“between 2004 and 2012, the number of people living on less that $1 a day 

has grown from 55 percent to 69 percent of the population.” Specifically in the 

Borno State, the main state of Boko Haram operations and located in North 

Nigeria, three-fifths of children are illiterate; and across all Northern states, 

“less than a tenth of one-year-olds receive all their basic vaccinations,” 

(Coleman and von Wendel, 2014). 

 The deep divide of lifestyles between the two halves of the state have 

driven the Nigerian people apart and have contributed to the rise of Boko 

Haram through frustration and dissatisfaction with the government. 

Traditionally, Nigeria has alternated between a Southern and Northern 

president in order to fulfill a balance of power and stop any cultural group 

from seizing too much control. In 2011 though, Goodluck Johnson, a 

Southerner, decided to run for president despite it historically being the 

North’s turn. His subsequent victory and inability to combat the growing 

extremism in the North even furthered the Northerner's distrust of the 

government and fueled the quick rise of Boko Haram (Kaplan, 2015) 

 Fueled by growing police brutality and extrajudicial killings Boko Haram 

was able to build upon the growing social tension which allowed for easy 
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recruitment of youth and others finally fed up by the consistent divide in the 

nation. Despite their message of Western rejection not always aligning with all 

Northerners, they were able to project this message as a rejection of 

Southern elitism which did resonant much stronger throughout communities.  

Boko Haram’s reign and success is owed to the fact that it exploits 

institutional failures. A perfect reflection of the inadequacy of the Nigerian 

government is the constant uncertainty of whether their leader Shekau is 

dead or alive. In 2009 after clashes with Nigerian security forces, Shekau was 

reportedly killed only to be pronounced alive a year later in a videotaped 

interviews. Intelligence reports in 2013 reported the death of the leader after a 

military raid, but a video released several months later in September led 

people to believe that he was, indeed, alive. In September 2014, Boko Haram 

attempted to capture the city of Kodunga, During this mission, the 

Cameroonian army allegedly killed Shekau, however, these claims were once 

again refuted in a video release several months later. This time, the video 

mocked allegations that he had been killed.  

In August 2016, the Nigerian Air Force declared that Shekau had 

succumbed to wounds garnered by airstrikes. Yet again, a video was 

released claiming that Shekau was well and alive showing footage of him in 

good health (Akinyelure, 2016). The videos released throughout the years did 

not only show that Shekau was alive but also were a constant reminder of the 

failures of the Southern government (“Boko Haram: Behind the Headlines”). 

After the steep rise of Boko Haram though, their “indiscriminate” targeting of 
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the North led to a rejection of the organization throughout the people, but 

using the dissatisfaction with the South, Boko Haram had already grown to a 

nearly unstoppable size for the North’s poor landscape. (“Background 

Briefing: What Is Boko Haram?”). 
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United Nations Involvement 

Nigeria’s steadfast involvement in the United Nations can be 

exemplified by the fact that it contributes the fifth largest numbers of 

personnel to peacekeeping operations by the United Nations; however, the 

United Nations has done very little in response to the spread across the 

region by Boko Haram. Besides humanitarian aid and support for refugees, 

the United Nations involvement in the matter has been virtually nonexistent. 

Human rights groups and other organizations of the same nature have called 

upon the United Nations, specifically the Security Council, to take a larger 

stance in face of all the injustices.  

The United Nations involvement with the issue began in 2011 when the 

UN headquarters in Nigeria were directly attacked by Boko Haram. After the 

direct attack, the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon condemned the actions 

but did not take any further actions (“Abuja Attack”). It was not until the 2014 

kidnapping of the Chibok girls that the United Nations finally classified Boko 

Haram as a terrorist organization and affiliate of al-Qaeda on the UN 1267 

list. United Nation’s 1267 list where they are subject to arms embargoes, 

travel bans, and asset freezes (Ford, 2014). 

 In addition to sanctions, the Security Council has recently passed two 

resolutions, one in 2015 and one in 2016, urging the international community 

to take action as well as acknowledging the work of the Lake Chad Basin 

Committee (LCBC) Membtr States and Benin for their work with the African 

Union’s Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF). Despite this, the resolutions 
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did not take any direct action in the mission despite international calls for the 

implementation of a peacekeeping mission (“Security Council condemns 

Boko Haram violence”, “Security Council demands Boko Haram”).  

Although the UN has acted in a non-interventionist matter throughout 

the issue, a larger driving force for their lack of response comes from the 

policies of the Nigerian government. Throughout the entire issue, the Nigerian 

government has refused outside assistance, as when the MNJTF only 

operated through containment and not a forward offensive, and insisted they 

had the issue under control. Therefore, any direct UN intervention may fall flat 

due to the denial and non-cooperation of the Nigerian government to allow 

any UN officials or peacekeepers to enter the nation with the goal of defeating 

Boko Haram (Kaplan, 2015). 
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