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Welcome Letter 
 

Hello! My name is Michael Pollack and I will be your head chair for Security 

Council at BMUN LXVI! I am currently a junior at UC Berkeley majoring in Cognitive 

Science and minoring in Computer Science. I grew up in Southern California, but now I 

split most of my time between the Bay Area and Connecticut, where my family moved 

when I graduated from high school. This is my seventh year doing MUN (I am an old 

man) and my third year as part of the fantastic organization that is Berkeley Model 

United Nations. When I was a delegate in high school, Security Council was always my 

favorite committee. The topics that we deal with here are some of the most pressing 

issues facing the world today, and we in Security Council have the amazing opportunity 

to dissect these topics from the standpoint of the only committee in the United Nations 

that has the power to make legally binding decisions. Outside of MUN, I love to cook, 

hike, and watch either cheesy nature/geography documentaries (shoutout to David 

Attenborough, my one true love) or Game of Thrones.  I am a huge history and 

geography nerd, and so I would love to talk to you all about anything that interests you 

regarding those topics, be it the conflict in the Northern Triangle or the ethnolinguistic 

composition of Azerbaijan. Below is a bit of information about your vice chairs as well: 
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Jake Moskowitz is one of your vice chairs for the Security Council. This is his final 

year at Cal and in BMUN, and he is both extremely excited and prematurely 

sentimental to go out with a bang with the SC.  If you want to know a little more about 

him, here’s a small gist for y’all. He is studying Computer Science and Cognitive 

Science here, with a focus on human-computer interaction. Outside of that, he likes to 

run, rock climb, and find cool spots to go hiking. He’s also in Berkeley’s film fraternity, 

where he works on making short films.  But more importantly, he can’t wait to meet you 

all and see what you do with the problems you face in our committee. 

Marine is a first year from Rancho Palos Verdes, California. She is majoring in 

political science and economics and has been participating in MUN for five years. She 

is super excited to be a vice chair for Security Council and hopes to aid the delegates 

in engaging in thoughtful and interesting debate! 

 

I am so excited to meet you all in March, and if you ever have any questions about 

this committee, applying to college, discerning different varieties of North American 

squirrels, or anything else, feel free to email me at mpollack@bmun.org! 

 

Michael Pollack 
Head Chair, Security Council 

Berkeley Model United Nations, Sixty-Sixth Session 
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Topic 1: THE NORTHERN TRIANGLE 
 

Background 

 

 

Figure 1: Map of the Northern Triangle 

  

The Northern Triangle consists of the three states of El Salvador, Guatemala, 

and Honduras. The reasoning behind the name used for this region is, in itself, three-

pointed: the three countries are located in the northernmost area of the Central 

American isthmus South of Mexico (hence “Northern”), they all share a collective three-
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point border (hence “Triangle”), and they all share very close and interconnected 

political and cultural histories. Today, the Northern Triangle is the most violent region 

in the world that is not in the midst of any defined war. The rampant violence is largely 

the result of two immensely influential international gangs known as Mara Salvatrucha 

(AKA MS-13) and the 18th Street Gang (AKA Barrio 18). Despite being such a relevant 

issue in the region today, neither of these gangs were actually founded in the Northern 

Triangle. They were instead a bizarre by-product of the instability of the Northern 

Triangle and a seemingly unrelated crackdown on drugs and organized crime that took 

place in the United States during the 1990’s. 

 In the 1980’s, the Northern Triangle was in a particularly distressed state. 

Guatemala and El Salvador were both in the midst of violent civil wars waged between 

coalitions of leftist guerrilla groups and the United States-backed governments of the 

two countries. Meanwhile, Honduras was being used as an outpost and training 

grounds for both the Contra rebels of the contemporary Nicaraguan Civil War and US 

troops who were training the Honduran and Salvadoran armies. As a result, the 1980’s 

saw a massive exodus of civilians trying to escape the violence and unrest of the 

Northern Triangle (“Central American Immigrants…”). Thousands of these Central 

American émigrés sought refuge in the United States, particularly in the Southern 

Californian metropolis of Los Angeles. These immigrants were largely poor and 

uneducated. Living closely together in impoverished communities already known to be 
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hotbeds for organized crime, many of the children and younger immigrants became 

involved in their own gangs that prowled the streets of Los Angeles. 

 The group that is now known as the 18th Street Gang was originally part of a 

different small-time street gang, Clanton 14, which was formed primarily of second-

generation Mexican immigrants living in Los Angeles. In the 1980’s, however, a 

“clique” of Clanton 14 that operated near the intersection of Union Street and 18th 

Street in Los Angeles’ Pico-Union neighborhood wanted to extend the opportunity of 

gang membership to immigrants of other nationalities, namely the aforementioned 

Northern Triangle émigrés. When the leadership of the Clanton 14 rejected this 

proposal, this clique broke off to become the 18th Street Gang. A multi-ethnic street 

gang was at the time, and remains today, somewhat anomalous. Historically, organized 

crime tends to be somewhat insular to distinct ethnic communities (e.g. the Italian 

Mafia, the African-American Bloods and Crips, or the Japanese Yakuza). Barrio 18’s 

acceptance of diverse, albeit predominantly Central American, ethnicities proved to 

work in its favor, however, as it started to unite other, smaller immigrant communities 

to form one powerful entity strong enough to rival and even suppress the activities of 

other mono-ethnic gangs of Los Angeles (“Bario 18”).  
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Image 1: 18th Street Gang Mural in Los Angeles, California 

 

Around the same time that the 18th Street Gang broke off from Clanton 14, a 

group of Salvadoran immigrants that were also concentrated in Pico-Union began to 

band together to protect themselves from the other, more established gangs of the 

area. They called themselves Mara Salvatrucha, “Mara” meaning “gang” and 

“Salvatrucha” being a slang term that roughly translates to “Salvadoran street 

knowledge”. The nickname “MS-13” started to be used by the gang after their 

affiliation with the Mexican Mafia, which comes from the abbreviation for Mara 

Salvatrucha,“MS”, combined with the number 13 because M, the first letter of  “Mara” 

and “Mafia”, is the thirteenth letter of the alphabet (“MS13”). As the gang began to 

grow, it developed a fierce rivalry with Barrio 18. What started the rivalry is unclear. In 

the years that have passed since the inception of MS-13, however, there have been so 
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many violent encounters between the two gangs that whatever event sparked the 

rivalry has been dwarfed by the series of atrocities that have followed. 

 In the 1992, the Salvadoran Civil War came to a close, with the US-backed 

government emerging triumphant. Four years later, in 1996, the Guatemalan Civil War 

met a similar end, marking the first time since the 1960’s that the Northern Triangle 

had been completely at peace. Meanwhile, however, back in the US itself, a new hard-

line policy against drugs and crime started to take root. Massive amounts of MS-13 and 

Barrio 18 gang members had come to the US as refugees. Now that there was peace in 

the Northern Triangle, the gang members who had entered by illegal means or 

overstayed their visas were considered  illegal immigrants engaged in organized crime. 

The US thus proceeded to deport over 50,000 Central American immigrants by 2005, 

sending them back, primarily, to Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. This policy 

tremendously backfired.  

 Instead of breaking up the gangs and making them weaker, as the US had 

hoped, deporting the MS-13 and Barrio 18 gang members had an effect similar to 

pouring water on a grease fire. The gang members that had been deported remained 

loyal to their respective gangs back in Los Angeles and took the opportunity to 

dramatically expand their base of operations. MS-13 and Barrio 18 
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Image 2: Salvadoran Police Officer passing Barrio 18 graffiti 

 

began to recruit in San Salvador, Guatemala City, and other Central American 

municipalities until their numbers in the Northern Triangle grew larger than they had 

ever been in Los Angeles. Continuing with this policy of expansion both gangs started 

to send members back into the US, Canada, and Mexico, setting up bases in San 

Francisco, New York City, Toronto, and countless other cities across North America 

(Lopez et al.). Though exact statistics of membership to either gang today is unknown, 

both gangs are thought to have over 70,000 members each (“Central America’s Violent 

Northern Triangle”).  

 Today, MS-13 and Barrio 18 run rampant throughout the Northern Triangle. The 

two gangs compete for turf in cities like San Salvador, raising gang wars that make 

violence and death commonplace in these three countries. In Honduras, the country 
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with the world’s highest peace-time murder rate, about 84 out of every 100,000 people 

are killed in homicides each year, which is more than 21 deaths every day. El Salvador 

sees about 64 deaths per 100,000 people each year, more than 11 a day. Guatemala 

follows close behind with about 34 deaths per 100,000 people, averaging at just under 

16 daily homicides. The intense violence has forced many Hondurans, Salvadorans, and 

Guatemalans to flee from their homeland, normally seeking refuge in Mexico or the 

United States. For those who stay, however, every day can be filled with the fear that 

oneself or a loved one could become yet another tally in the region’s enormous death 

count (Avalos et al.).  

 

Image 3: Woman grieves over son killed in gang violence 
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Key Players 

 

Mara Salvatrucha and the 18th Street Gang 
 

For all their hatred of each other, MS-13 and Barrio 18 are in essence remarkably 

similar. Both gangs, rather than holding any clear organizational structure, are moreso a 

coalition of various “cliques”, such as the clique of Clanton 14 that broke off to 

become the 18th Street Gang. Each clique has its own inner hierarchy. The scale of 

these cliques varies widely; some may take up a few city blocks, some might have 

transnational territory and operations. Often, cliques within the same gang will even 

come to form rivalries with each other that can become as strong as their rivalries 

against other gangs. As an example, in 2005 the cliques of Barrio 18 in El Salvador 

developed such a large rift that they broke off to become two separate enemy factions: 

the Revolutionaries and the Sureños. This clique structure facilitates what has been 

called a horizontal structure for both of these gangs. The various cliques act more as a 

confederacy of several smaller hierarchical structures rather than being one cohesive 

body. While MS-13 claims to hold a hierarchy and overall structure, the reality is that 

both gangs are loosely defined with no clear gang-wide leaders.  
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Image 4: MS-13 Gang members 

 

This information provides a key insight about the nature of both MS-13 and 

Barrio 18. These organizations are street gangs, not mafias or drug cartels. They are 

considered organized crime, but the organization is predominantly local to each clique. 

The function and activities of each gang, therefore, also varies from clique to clique. 

Some cliques might run brothels and participate in sex trafficking, other cliques might 

focus on running small-time illicit drug distribution businesses, and many cliques will 

even act as contractors, working with cartels or mafias that participate in the much 

larger drug and sex trafficking industries.  

 What truly marks these gangs as whole, cohesive bodies is the deep culture and 

bonds that tie the members together. All members of both gangs are required to 

participate in intensive initiation practices, which often involve killing members of other 

gangs or participating as footmen in major gang heists. Members are then “jumped”, 
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or fiercely beaten by other members of the gang for a set period of time where they 

cannot fight back (for MS-13 this is thirteen seconds, and in Barrio 18 it is eighteen 

seconds). Finally, members are forced to get large tattoos that indicate their loyalty to 

the gang. Oftentimes these tattoos will cover the entire bodies of the gang members, 

including their faces. These markings hold a mixture of cultural symbolism and distinct 

gang markings, meaning that one might see Catholic symbols such as a crucifix or Our 

Lady of Guadalupe mixed with various representations of thirteen or eighteen. Once all 

of this is completed, however, the gang members become part of a group whose strict 

policies of loyalty and mutual respect protects the members and, in effect, provides 

many of them with a home. For many gang members, MS-13 and Barrio 18 are in fact 

the only home they have ever had. With such high mortality rates and such low 

economic prospects, 

children in the 

Northern Triangle are 

often left more or less 

abandoned as their 

parents are either 

killed or forced to  

  

      Image 5: Barrio 18 Gang members 
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move to the United States for work. The gang is what saves them from a life alone on 

the streets. To a large degree, they have to join a gang to survive, willingly placing 

their lives into the hands of their fellow gang members. Members of MS-13 and Barrio 

18 see their gangs as a reason to live; therefore, they see protecting their gang from 

rivals and competitors as a natural and almost expected reason to die.  

The Governments of the Northern Triangle 
 
 The unstable governments of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador have 

largely contributed to the current state of the Northern Triangle. Since their 

independence from the Federal Republic of Central America, these governments have 

shifted from regime to regime that all have operated on varying degrees of corruption 

and exploitation of the people of their respective countries. In the past, the three 

countries have been referred to as examples of “Banana Republics”, or countries with 

weak, erratic governments and a complete economic dependence on a small, limited 

range of exports (e.g. bananas). The region’s affiliation with the United Fruit Company 

in the early twentieth century and continuing economic instability solidified this 

reputation. 

 The ruling classes of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, who have long 

been separated from the rest of the civilian population of the region by harsh social 
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and economic lines, sold vast tracts of land the United Fruit Company under the claim 

that such development would help to advance the economic state of each of their 

countries. These sales did, in fact, bring in economic advancement, but only for the 

ruling class and not truly for the rest of the people in these nations. For the poor, this 

meant that the only jobs available were positions doing manual labor for the foreign 

fruit companies, leaving little opportunity for social mobility and virtually ensuring a 

continual divide between the elite and the poor within this region. This divide is one of 

the predominant reasons why gang activity is so active in this region. The lack of 

profitable opportunity gives many young people, especially recent deportees, no real 

option to make a living other than joining the street gangs. 

 The Northern Triangle’s governments’ response to the street gangs has been 

the adaptation of “Mano Dura”, essentially an iron fist of strict punishment for gang 

related activities. In practice, Mano Dura has functioned as a more literal interpretation 

of the expression “War on Crime”, as governments have descended upon gang 

violence with a brutal force that is strongly reminiscent of the fight against leftist 

guerrilla groups during the region’s civil wars. Not only are MS-13 and Barrio 18 

waging bloody wars against  
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Image 6: Salvadoran police officers inspect perpetrators of gang-related activity in San Salvador 

 

each other, but they are also  waging these wars against the governments of the 

Northern Triangle. This three-way-war has dramatically contributed to the death rate in 

the region; in some communities, especially those in smaller rural towns, the 

government has been able to suppress gang activity simply by killing almost every 

gang member present (“El Salvador’s Conflict…”). 

Gang members that are not killed are often imprisoned. Since the early 2000’s, 

El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras have jailed thousands of members of Barrio 18 

and MS-13, forcing them into overcrowded prisons that are packed with other gang 

members. Like the deportation policies of the US before, however, Mano Dura has 

likely done more to strengthen both MS-13 and Barrio 18 than combat them. Taking 

thousands of affiliated gang members and putting them in one confined space has 
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held an effect analogous to a corporate business retreat for both gangs, allowing gang 

leaders to collaborate and strategize among each other. Through communication with 

members outside prison walls, or through release of members after their full time has 

been served, both gangs have been able to use their collaboration from inside prison 

walls to expand the influence of their gangs and strengthen bonds between various 

cliques (Daugherty).  

Mano Dura has not been the only strategy deployed to help combat gang 

violence in the Northern Triangle; the most notable deviation from  this approach is El 

Salvador’s gang truce in 2012. The Salvadoran government was able to draft a truce 

between MS-13 and Barrio 18 gangs in El Salvador that actually dramatically decreased 

levels of gang violence not only in El Salvador but in Guatemala and Honduras as well 

(Pressly). While there seemed to be much promise in this truce, it unfortunately 

collapsed within a year of its conception, subsequently yielding a period that saw even 

more intense gang violence than had been seen before. There is some speculation that 

MS-13 and Barrio 18 were using the truce as cover to revitalize their gangs and prepare 

for an even greater fight. What seems more likely, however, is that the truce genuinely 

did work, but was not strong enough to preserve peace in the long run (Wilkenson). 
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Image 7: Gang members are lined up in a Salvadoran prison 

 

The toils of the Guatemalan, Honduran, and Salvadoran governments have, 

therefore, served largely to exacerbate the violence and unrest that has been 

attributed to MS-13 and Barrio 18. As these governments continue to struggle to 

combat gang activity within their borders, these gangs persevere, continuing to 

strengthen themselves and expand their already extensive grasp. 
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International Response 

 

 International response to the violence in the Northern Triangle has been mixed 

and largely ineffective in mitigating gang activity. The topic of violence in this region 

has not yet been addressed by the United Nations Security Council. Other United 

Nations bodies have worked to address the effects of the violence in the Northern 

Triangle, but have done little to actually mitigate the violence itself. The United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has been one of the most predominant 

forces in this arena, as they seek to provide aid to all of the internally displaced persons 

within the Northern Triangle who have lost their homes due to gang violence, along 

with all of the people who have fled to the US, Mexico, or other Central American 

states in order to find refuge. This has been accomplished largely via aid given to 

Mexican and Central American governments that is meant to be channeled towards 

infrastructure and development that can support migrants who are either seeking 

permanent refuge or are just passing through to seek refuge elsewhere.  

 Though there have not been major international efforts to directly curb gang 

violence, there have been efforts to combat the governmental corruption that has led 

to thereto. The Committee Against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) was established by 

the United Nations in 2006 in order to monitor corruption in the Guatemalan 
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government (“CICIG…”). So far, the committee has seen moderate success in 

detecting instances of corruption, as was seen in the unearthing of the multi-million 

dollar custom fraud of former Guatemalan president Otto Pérez Molina, who was 

forced to resign in 2015 (Malkin et al.). This body has also been seeking to ensure that 

criminal organizations remain unable to infiltrate the Guatemalan government. Though 

the CICIG has seen moderate success in increasing Guatemalan transparency, it has 

held little effect on mitigating violence within the region or bringing about any tangible 

end to the current street war between MS-13, Barrio 18, and the Guatemalan 

government.  
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Additional Information 
 

Case Study: The Truce Between MS-13 and the 18th Street Gang 
 

The MS-13 and 18th Street gangs are two of the largest gangs in the world, and 

their existence plagues the safety of citizens of countries in Central America’s Northern 

Triangle. A significant source of this violence is fighting between these two gangs in 

the region. Territories are fiercely defended, and any encroachments on these 

boundaries are met with bloodshed. In Guatemala, around 40% of the violence is 

reported to be due to conflict between the two organizations. This brutality, combined 

with attacks and extortion on unaffiliated civilians, has led to the mass emigration of 

citizens from these countries north to Mexico and the United States (currently as many 

as 80,000 civilians flee from these three nations annually). Gang activity is met with an 

immensely strong police response, with raids and arrests being commonplace in these 

afflicted areas. As a result, cooperation between gangs and government is as low as 

overcrowding in maximum-security prisons is high. However, in March of 2012, a truce 

was brokered between the two gangs in El Salvador with the aim of reducing this 

violence, which carried with it drastic effects. 

The truce looked to enforce a widespread pacification agenda, and included the 

following methods: reformation of the prison system, a public/private body with gang 

participation to oversee the rehabilitation and reinsertion of gang members into 
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society, removal of army from public security systems, and reduction in anti-gang law. 

In addition, it called for a suspension of all acts of violence, the decommissioning of all 

weapons and explosives, an end to forced disappearances, and the voluntary surrender 

to security forces. The truce, despite its seemingly noble intentions, was met with great 

controversy from law enforcement and conservative sectors. They objected to the 

concept of negotiating with criminals and criticized that the gangs were using it to 

reorganize and expand their power. They further cited the gang’s lack of addressing 

extortion and disappearances in their mistrust of the agreement. 

Following the truce, however, the homicide rate in El Salvador reduced from 72 

per 100,000 to 36 per 100,000. While these figures may have been influenced by the 

manipulation of murder statistics, there was undoubtedly a drop in homicide rates in 

the region. Just as important were the ramifications revolving around trust within 

gangs, as well as between gangs and government. The truce saw lower ranking gang 

members respecting the policies of the truce instated by their leaders, conveying how 

leadership could have an impact that permeates through the organization. It also 

introduced an unseen level of cooperation between the gangs themselves and the El 

Salvadoran government. Following the truce, there began the development of “peace 

zones” where gangs enforced diminished criminal activity, while the government 

sought to implement social, educational, and job training programs. The reduction in 

criminal activity was on the condition that police would relax their grip in regions, while 
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strengthening their support of the reintegration programs. Eleven peace zones were 

eventually implemented to carry out these objectives. The truce also attempted to 

address the problem of overcrowding in prisons, as many gang leaders were also 

relocated to medium security prisons. As for the gang members still in the 

overcrowded maximum security prisons, the army was removed from the prison 

system. This allowed for an increased respect for the well being and rights of the 

incarcerated gang members, as well as a relaxation on visitor searches. This 

cooperation between gang and government is essential in showing how diplomacy is 

not a lost cause in the region. For the first time, the approach to gangs was not to 

repress their activity, but rather to integrate them into society.  

Unfortunately, the truce fell apart after only a year following the previously 

mentioned controversy’s cascading effects. In the following 10 months after the truce’s 

break, El Salvador saw the deadliest 10 months in a decade. Murder rates rose by an 

astonishing 56%, with nearly 4,000 homicides occurring in El Salvador alone in 2014. 

Furthermore, the cooperation between gangs and government revealed many cracks in 

which the mistrust between both sides had been initially founded upon. The peace 

zones, for example, often received only a fraction to none of the funding promised by 

the El Salvadoran government. Many of the gang leaders transferred to prisons with 

more relaxed security were relocated by to maximum security prisons as well. 
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However, the truce did result in some lasting impacts. In regions where the truce 

inspired strong cooperation between local bodies with the goal of promoting the new 

policies, such as mayors, churches, and NGOs, murder rates remained far lower than 

the national average. This effect is even more pronounced in seven of the peace zones 

created during the implementation of the truce. 

There are many important conclusions to be drawn from the period during and 

after the truce. One is recognizing the significance that inter-gang confrontation can 

play in contributing to violence in the region. The other is the importance in 

recognizing the foundational purpose of such an operation. Having the mission of 

ending violence versus ending the source of the violence can have reaching 

consequences in the effectiveness and trust surrounding a diplomatic mission such as 

this one. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. How have past governmental responses contributed to the present condition of 

gang violence within the Northern Triangle? Are current governmental policies, 

both in the Northern Triangle and in states affected by the conflict such as the 

United States, effective? 

2. Why do people join street gangs like MS-13 and Barrio 18? If these gangs are so 

violent and feared, why is it that they continue to gain international 

membership? 

3. How does your country deal with gangs and organized crime within its borders? 

Would these same policies be effective in the Northern Triangle? 

4. Are the punishments received by Northern Triangle gang members effective? If 

not, what punishments would be more suitable? 

5. How has the political history of the Northern Triangle contributed to its 

contemporary inability to control street gangs within its borders? 

6. How should the international community be dealing with those seeking refuge 

from the Northern Triangle? Should these migrants be considered refugees? 

7. What can be done to inhibit the continuing international spread of MS-13 and 

Barrio 18?  
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Topic 2: OPEN AGENDA 

Image 1: 2011 Protests in Damascus 

 

Suggested Topic: Syria 

 

The Syrian Civil War began in 2011 as one of a series of uprisings in the Middle 

East and North Africa known as the Arab Spring. The people of Syria began to rise up 

against the regime of Bashar Al-Assad, son of the former president Hafez Al-Assad. 

Their combined reign has lasted since 1971, demonstrating an alleged commitment to 

democracy that, in actuality, exists only on paper.  While riots broke out in the streets, 

the government sought to quiet those protesting through brute force, even going so 

far as to allegedly use chemical weapons on its own civilians. Soon, the entire country 
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collapsed into one of the most violent and chaotic civil wars in modern history; a war so 

massive and catastrophic that the population of Syria has been halved through civilian 

casualties and fleeing refugees since the war’s inception in 2011 (“Syria’s Civil War 

Explained From the Beginning”). This war was made more destructive and confusing, 

however, due to the fact that the country was not merely divided into two opposing 

sides. Rather, a vast variety of different rebel groups began to attract support, each of 

which have different values and intentions for the government. 

 One of these groups, the Islamic State, has been particularly successful in its 

endeavors and has gained a good deal of notoriety in international media. The Islamic 

State, also known as IS, ISIS, ISIL, and Daesh, is a group of fundamentalist Islamic 

extremists that seek to establish a caliphate in Iraq and the Levant (the Eastern 

Mediterranean lands between Turkey and Egypt) that would be governed under strict 

Sharia Law. The group now controls a relatively large area of land that straddles the 

border of Syria and Iraq and has taken credit for numerous terrorist attacks around the 

world, including the Christmas Market van crash in Berlin and the shooting at the Pulse 

Nightclub in Orlando.  

Another major group that has joined the fight has been the Kurds, a ethnic 

group of about 35 million people whose traditional ethnic lands were divided between 

Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire after World 

War I, where they now face minority status. As a result, the Kurds in each of these 
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respective states are often denied autonomy and protections given to the larger 

majority populations. The Kurds have thus formed a tight-knit international community 

with one another, complete with governing bodies and their own paramilitary forces 

(“Who Are the Kurds?”). The group has been fighting back against the Islamic State 

ever since the terrorist group attempted to claim Kurdish lands in 2013. Since then, the 

Kurds have been one of the strongest and most cohesive forces in the fight against the 

Islamic State. The group has remained, however, in conflict with the Syrian government 

as well, largely due to their years of subjugation under Syrian rule, and a movement for 

an independent Kurdish state, Kurdistan, has been a pressing motivation for Kurdish 

military action. 

Image 2:  Kurdish Peshmerga fighters stand next to IS sign in recaptured town 
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Many nations found themselves divided over who to support in the civil war. A 

number of western nations, such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and 

France, condemned the Assad regime, demanding that Assad step down while also 

providing aid to rebel groups in order to aid the fight against him. Eastern powers, 

such as Russia and China, have held different stances, arguing for support of the Assad 

regime while the conflict remains ongoing rather than putting faith in the hands of 

rebel groups to ensure peaceful rule in Syria. The rise of the Islamic State has 

complicated these matters. It is hard to argue that the Islamic State and the Assad 

regime are the two most organized governmental structures fighting for control in the 

region, as the Kurds are concerned primarily with defending their ethnic homeland. 

The question arises, therefore, of who exactly should be in control of the region when 

all options seem to have significant flaws. 

All of this conflict in Syria has also lead to an enormous refugee crisis. As 

mentioned previously, Syria’s population has been halved since the beginning of the 

war, with more than 12 million Syrians seeking refuge in neighboring countries and the 

European Union. While some of the governments of the European Union have been 

welcoming to refugees, most notably that of Germany, other European governments 

and citizens have been hostile towards immigrants, blaming them for terrorist attacks 

and criminal activity in their cities. The government of Hungary even went so far as to 

build an enormous barbed-wire fence along their border in order to prevent refugees 
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from entering their country. The result is millions of Syrians left in underprovided 

refugee camps or drowning in attempts to cross the Mediterranean to get to safer 

grounds (“Europe Migrant Crisis”).  

Image 3: Young Syrian refugees arrive at the Jordanian border 

 

In all, the conflict in Syria is remarkable for its immense complexity and the scale 

on which the war has affected not only Syrians, but the entire international community. 

With multiple groups vying for power, hundreds of towns and cities lying in ruins, and 

millions of lives forever tarnished by the relentless violence of the region, Syria is a key 

example of a conflict that urgently needs the attention of the Security Council.  
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Suggested Topic: Nuclear DPRK 

 

Image 4: North Korean Army parades nuclear warheads in Pyongyang 

 

 At the end of World War II, the Korean Peninsula was liberated from Japanese 

rule by the United States and the Soviet Union. Following the war, the US and the 

USSR continued to occupy the regions that they had liberated in a manner similar to 

what was happening at the same time to Germany in Europe, with the US controlling 

the south and the USSR controlling the north. The US and the USSR both set up 

governments in Korea following each of their respective governmental and economic 

models. Once both occupying forces left the peninsula, however, both the northern 

Communist government and the southern Capitalist government saw themselves as the 



34 BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 
 

sole legitimate rulers of the entire Korean Peninsula. As a result, the northern 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and the southern Republic of Korea 

(RoK) went to war with one another over who would be Korea’s sole legitimate leader. 

The conflict has actually never officially ended, but in 1953 an armistice was signed by 

both governments and a Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) was established that divides the 

peninsula roughly in half between the north and the south (Millet). Since then, though 

the two nations have remained fierce rivals and all citizens of both nations are required 

to be drafted into military service for at least two years, there has been no direct 

physical confrontation between the two Koreas. 

 Since the armistice, the DPRK has remained a heavily secretive isolationist state. 

Very few visitors are allowed into the country and very strict regulation is placed over 

what information about the country and its government  

Image 5: Kim Jong-Un sitting at his desk 
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is allowed to leave its borders. In 2006, however, the DPRK shocked the world when it 

conducted its first test of a nuclear missile. The explosion it caused was relatively 

minute, less than a kiloton, but it signaled that the DPRK was attempting to solidify 

itself as a nuclear power, a title shared by only eight other nations in the world (Ross). 

Such goals have received immense outcry from the international community. Since 

2006, the United Nations Security Council has passed fourteen resolutions condemning 

the DPRK for their nuclear activities and placing sanctions against them until they agree 

to cease their tests and abandon their nuclear ambitions (“UN Documents for DPRK”). 

Even China, who has historically been the DPRK’s closest and often sole ally, has 

denounced this nuclear activity, claiming that these aggressive tendencies are 

beginning to approach an “irreversible and unmanageable state” (Patton). 

 Since their initial test, the DPRK has ignored the international community and 

conducted five more nuclear tests, with the most recent in 2016 having a blast force of 

10 kilotons (Westcott). Such activities seem to indicate that the DPRK holds very little 

concern about international pressure or the sanctions placed upon them by the 

Security Council. The tests, along with recent provocations from Pyongyang directed 

against the United States and its allies, seem to indicate that the DPRK is preparing to 

resist foreign pressures with military action. Mostly likely is that the DPRK is planning on 

using nuclear aggression to rekindle their war with the south in an attempt to reunite 

the Korean Peninsula once more. If this speculation is true, the repercussions could 
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reach far beyond Korea or even East Asia. North Korean aggression has the potential 

to spark a nuclear war, something that the world has feared since the United States 

dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The entire Korean Peninsula could 

be lost in what has the potential to become the most devastating war of the 21st 

century. For this reason, it is imperative that the Security Council acts to combat North 

Korea’s nuclear ambitions and reach peace between the DPRK and the RoK before the 

situation devolves into a devastating war.  

 

Suggested Topic: DR Congo 

 

 The Democratic Republic of the Congo has had a tumultuous history . After 

becoming a focal point of the European Slave Trade in the 16th and 17th centuries, the 

entire region, which is about the size of Eastern Europe, came into the possession of 

King Leopold II of Belgium. The land was considered King Leopold’s personal 

property, not property of the Belgian state, and he sought to exploit the vast natural 

resources of the Congo to their absolute fullest extent. He forced Congolese men and 

women to work for him, harvesting rubber, coffee, and a wide variety of precious 

metals and minerals that are only a small hint of the vast natural wealth of the Congo 

Basin. Many of what would today be considered violations of human rights occurred 
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during Leopold’s reign, including the mutilation of workers who did not complete their 

duties and the deprivation of basic human needs, such as rest and sustenance, to 

Congolese laborers. The grotesque extent of Leopold’s reign eventually became so 

publicized that the state of Belgium annexed the territory in order to more peacefully 

manage the region. But nevertheless, Leopold had made an indelible mark on the 

course of Congolese history (“Democratic Republic of the Congo - Timeline”).  

Image 6: Mobutu in his customary Cheetah-print hat 

 

Belgian reign did not do much to mitigate the subjugation of the Congolese 

people. After being forced to become a massive, uneducated body of what was 
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essentially slaves, they had no government except for that of the Belgians who, despite 

their claimed reforms, continued to exploit the Congo for Belgian gain (Snow). When 

the Congo finally achieved independence in 1960, therefore, the result was a complete 

disaster. The first five years of Congolese independence were rife with civil war, as 

various rebel groups sought to for control over the country. Eventually, this position 

was taken by a man named Joseph Mobutu, who ended up ruling as military dictator of 

the Democratic Republic of the Congo, which he renamed the Republic of Zaire, until 

1997. His rule was marked by continuing human rights abuses that were largely 

ignored by western powers due to Mobutu’s friendliness towards the allowing Western 

access to the Congo’s resources and his general negligence to join the Soviet world. 

After Mobutu was overthrown in a coup in 1997, however, the already fragile Congo 

shattered completely into a maelstrom of rebel groups and alliances whose violent 

struggles for regional power have generated the bloodiest conflict that the world has 

seen since World War II.  

 In the years following Mobutu’s reign, there has been little success in 

establishing peace within the region. Though the UN-facilitated peace talks between 

the various rebel factions have taken place and a new constitution was signed in 2006, 

rebel militias have continued to ravage the countryside, leaving thousands dead in 

their wake. Among the crimes of these militia groups are some of the most horrific 

human rights violations recorded in the world today: child soldiers kept both fighting 
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and dependent to their warlords through addiction to methamphetamines, women 

raped with bayonets, and peasants forced into unending labor to mine the same 

precious minerals sought by King Leopold more than a century ago. Many of these 

rebel groups can even generate significant profit through this exploitation by selling 

diamonds for jewelry and coltan, an essential ingredient for mobile phones, through 

black market economies that eventually bleed into the mainstream economies of 

Western Europe and North America.  

 As of now, previous solutions have done little to achieve stable peace in the DR 

Congo. The government that exists in the region is weak and considered by many 

outside bodies to be corrupt. In fact, more than eighty mass graves have recently been 

unearthed, all containing the remains of rebel soldiers who were suspected to have 

been slaughtered and hastily buried by government forces. These graves were just a 

few of almost 2,800 human rights violations that have been recorded in the region, just 

since the beginning of 2017 (“UN accuses  DR Congo…”). On top of this, the 

Congolese jungles are a safe haven for notorious rebel groups even from outside 

lands, such as Uganda’s Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) who are known for their 

extremist, cultish rendition of Christianity and their widespread use of child soldiers. All 

of this, however, is only scraping the surface of the massive endemic violence that 

exists in the region. The DR Congo today is in a state of anarchy that has left millions 

dead and continues to destroy the lives of the innocent civilian Congolese population. 
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The DR Congo is in dire need of assistance from the international community:the state 

has become so fractured and decentralized that it has come to represent a nightmaric 

modern rendition of medieval feudalism.  

Image 7: Remnants of rebel soldiers found in a mass grave near Kassai 
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Suggested Topic: South China Sea 

Figure 1: Maritime claims of the South China Sea 

 

 The South China Sea is surrounded by Taiwan, the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, 

Vietnam, and the southern coast of China. Because of its location, this sea is one of the 

most strategically important bodies of water in the entire world. Controlling the South 

China Sea means controlling all of the trade that comes in and out of East Asia, the 

most populous region in the world and home to some of the world’s most prominent 

rising economies. As a result, an estimated 5 trillion USD is traded through these 

waters every year (Fensom). 
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 Because of these waters are so economically profitable, they are heavily 

disputed between five or all six of the states that border them. All six states claim 

maritime borders that more or less correspond to their respective Exclusive Economic 

Zones (AKA their EEZ, the two-hundred-nautical-mile-wide strip of ocean surrounding a 

country’s coast over which it holds exclusive economic rights) and their respective 

claims of the various small islands and reefs of the Spratly and Paracel archipelagos 

that dot the waters. The problem is that these claims often overlap, leading to heated 

disputes over both terrestrial and maritime territory in the region. 

Though all six countries have been in conflict with each other regarding 

ownership of the waters, it is plain to see that the most aggressive and ambitious 

claimant to these waters is the People’s Republic of China. China’s claims are all of the 

waters that lay within a “nine-dashed line” that the country has drawn in these waters 

that effectively encapsulates almost the entire South China Sea, including all of the 

Spratly and Paracel Islands. China’s claims over this region have a variety of different 

bases, the most frequently cited of which being that Chinese fishermen have been 

using the Spratly and Paracel Islands for centuries and that therefore the islands, along 

with the waters surrounding them as guaranteed by China’s EEZ, are effectively 

Chinese territory. In recent years, China has sought to reinforce these claims with a 

dramatically increased naval presence in the region which includes using not only using 

Spratly and Paracel islands as bases, but also using artificial islands constructed by 
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China through land reclamation from reefs that previously just barely scraped the 

water’s surface. 

Image 8: Chinese Ships docking at reclaimed land in the South China Sea 

 

  China’s claims were effectively declared moot by a 2016 international tribunal 

held in the Hague between China and the Philippines that ruled in favor of the latter. 

The tribunal claimed that the South China Sea in its entirety is international waters, 

making it subject to the same international laws of the sea that govern territorial 

claims over any other large body of water (Hunt). China,  
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Image 9: Vietnamese soldier standing guard on Vietnamese-claimed territory in the 

Spratly Islands 

 

however, was unperturbed by this decision and continued its operations within the 

South China Sea as it had been doing before. The Chinese government has even gone 

so far as to threaten Filipino president Rodrigo Duterte following his announcement 

that he would visit one of the Philippines-claimed islands in the sea. Duterte 

subsequently cancelled his trip and has seem to have adopted an unwillingness to 

confront Beijing. Other nations in the region and external powers such as India, the 

United States, and the United Kingdom, however, have not been as keen to allow 

China get away with their nine-dashed maritime sovereignty violations. The US and the 

UK have repeatedly sent warships through the South China Sea in an attempt to 
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reiterate these waters’ status as international territory, and India has been offering aid 

to Vietnamese oil operations around the Spratly islands (Griffiths). Both the US and 

India, along with other claimant states of the South China Sea, have called on China to 

respect freedom of movement within the region, and allow international trade to 

continue unhindered by territorial disputes (“Vietnam Renews India Oil Deal...”).  

 As of now, the situation in the South China Sea is tense. Though no outright 

provocation has occurred, China’s repeated aggression seems to be leading the region 

to the edge of physical conflict that could send the entire region plummeting into 

territorial war. If this were to happen, the consequences would reach much farther than 

merely the military casualties of Southeast Asian states. A war in the South China Sea 

which would cut off one of the most economically important waterways in the world, 

could fire off economic setbacks experienced across the globe, potentially sparking 

recessions and depressions that could dramatically offset global economic 

development. The rippling repercussions of potential conflict in this region are an 

immense source of concern for global security, both economically and militarily. 

Therefore, it is the duty of the Security Council to ensure that this region remains in a 

state of peace that can facilitate international trade and maintain each claimant nations’ 

respective sovereignty. 

 



46 BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 
 

Suggested Topic: Yemen 

 

 The Yemeni Civil War started in 2015 when the former authoritarian president, 

Ali Abdullah Saleh, abdicated, handing power to his second-in-command Abdrabbuh 

Mansour Hadi. The period of transition, seen as an opportune time for rebellion, led to 

the uprising of the Houthi rebels, who consist primarily of Yemen’s Zaidi Shia minority. 

The Houthi rebels were quickly able to conquer a considerably large portion of 

Yemen’s more populous western region, including the capital Sanaa. The government, 

forced to evacuate to the port city of Aden, has so far been mostly unable to combat 

these rebels, as each side now seems to control essentially equal amounts of territory 

and resources (“Yemen Crisis…”).  

 While the government and the Houthi rebels have been in conflict, other rebel 

groups have taken the opportunity to join the fray and hopefully gain a foothold of 

influence in the region. Most notably, this includes Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 

(AQAP) and coalitions of groups who claim allegiance to the Islamic State, which is 

currently operating in Iraq and Syria. These rebel groups, like their counterparts in the 

Levant, have resorted by means of terrorism in order to pursue a extremely 

fundamentalist Islamic theocracy based on Sharia law. The country is now, therefore, in 

a state of chaos that has led to over 4,600 civilian deaths since the beginning of the 
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war in 2015 and displaced over 3 million Yemeni civilians (“Yemen: The Forgotten 

War”).  

Image 10: Saudi-led coalition airstrike on Sana’a 

 

 On top of the deaths caused by violence, the civil war has led to a decrease in 

standards of living in a state that was already one of the poorest in the Arab world. 

Unsanitary conditions caused by the war have yielded an enormous breakout of cholera 

in the region, with more than 124,000 cases in since the breakout began. So far, about 

900 civilians have died from this treatable disease, and conditions continue to 

exacerbate  as destruction of infrastructure and forced displacement yields even more 

unsanitary conditions (“Cholera Death Toll in Yemen…”). 

 An international coalition, led by Saudi Arabia, has attempted intervention in the 

region in support of the Hadi government. This coalition, however, has been 
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responsible for a great deal of the bombing that has taken place, killing hundreds of 

civilians within the major Yemeni war zones. This coalition therefore, though attempting 

to establish peace, has arguably been more destructive than any of the rebel forces in 

the region, leading the international community to question whether or not this form of 

aid has been a truly effective remedy for conflict in the region (Dearden). Saudi Arabian 

intervention, however, reflects the fact that the conflict in Yemen is representative of 

many other regional conflicts currently underway in the Middle East. With  large issues 

such as the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq, however, the civil war in Yemen seems to 

have gone all but unnoticed by most of the international community. As this war 

wages, millions of innocent civilians are continuing to become permanently affected by 

violence and displacement. Therefore, it is vastly important that the Security Council 

give equal attention to Yemen as it would any conflict of international security in the 

world today. 
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