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Welcome Letter 
 
Hello!  My name is Calvin Price and I will be your head chair for BMUN 66.  I am 

a sophomore studying computer science, economics, and Chinese. Though originally 

from Los Angeles, I have lived across the US and around the world. I have participated 

in MUN as a delegate since I was ten years old, helped found three clubs and two 

conferences, and taught hundreds of students MUN skills and international relations. 

Outside of MUN, I enjoy coding, studying foreign languages, and exercise.  Below is a 

bit of information about your vice chairs:  

Jessie Mao is a senior at Berkeley studying Political Science with a minor in 

History. Originally from the beautiful city of Auckland, New Zealand, she will be one of 

the Vice-Chairs for SPECPOL. In her spare time, Jessie enjoys baking, cooking, 

traveling, exploring the bay area, and petting corgis. She’s been doing MUN for almost 

7 years and is really looking forward to this year’s conference! 

 Chelsea Evans is a junior at Cal studying Civil Engineering and will one of the 

Vice-Chairs this year for SPECPOL. Originally from Orange County, CA, Chelsea been 

an avid participant in MUN for about 7 years. Outside of BMUN, she is extremely 

involved on campus with other organizations like Engineers Without Borders and her 

sorority. In her free time, she enjoys watching Grey’s Anatomy, taking long walks on 

the beach while contemplating the expansiveness of the universe, and chai lattes. 
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Chelsea also loves dogs and cats. She can’t wait for conference and to see what 

solutions delegates bring to SPECPOL’s complex issues! 

 Joseph Shin is one of the Vice-Chairs for SPECPOL in BMUN LXVI. He currently 

is a sophomore at the University of California, Berkeley majoring in English Literature 

and Political Science, with a specialization in Comparative Politics. This is his second 

year chairing for BMUN. 

 Tal Stoler is a sophomore at Cal and will be a vice-chair for the SPECPOL, this is 

her first year with BMUN. Originally from Israel, Tal spent most of her childhood in Los 

Alamitos, CA. Academically, Tal is fascinated by food sustainability, education, and 

women’s health. In her free time, she loves cooking, doing yoga, and finding the cutest 

dogs. 

 

Can’t wait to meet you all!  Please let us know if you have any questions.   

 

Calvin Price 

Head Chair, Special Political and Decolonization Committee 

Berkeley Model United Nations, Sixty-Sixth Session 
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POLITICAL STABILITY IN THE MIDDLE EAST 
 

The Middle East is one of the most tumultuous regions in the world with intricate 

and complex political dynamics. Following decades of intermittent stability under 

strong-man dictatorships and wars of foreign intervention, the Middle East again fell 

into instability with the Arab Spring in the early 2010s. What started as a series of 

disconnected protests against autocratic regimes turned into a swell of uprisings, 

crackdowns, civil wars, and chaos. This volatility led to a flood of refugees, strained 

diplomatic relationships, stagnated economic growth, and the rise of the Islamic State, 

a terrorist group that operates on an unprecedented scale. These circumstances pose 

significant challenges to the region and are a direct threat to political stability. 

Especially in relation to the Arab Spring and the recent Qatar diplomatic crisis, it 

is important to consider underlying social divisions. These divisions are a recurring 

theme in political instability and conflict in the Middle East. Perhaps the most 

important of these is the religious divide in Islam between Sunni and Shia. The division 

itself is centuries old and based around the contested control of power in Islam 

following the death of its prophet Muhammed. Besides Sunni-Shia, there are other key 

sects of Islamic belief, such as the fundamentalist Wahhabism practiced mainly in Saudi 

Arabia. Although these sects frequently coexist in peace, they can serve to further 

inflame situations. 
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The Arab Spring 

 

Figure 1: Middle East and political states of each country 

 

On December 17th, 2010, a street vendor in Tunisia name Mohammed Bouazizi 

set himself on fire. Bouazizi’s self-immolation was an act of protest after he had been 

repeatedly targeted, stolen from, and harassed by the Tunisian police. His story, 

although terrible, was not unique and protests that cropped up in anger over his 

circumstances quickly became a rallying cry for all grievances against the Ben Ali 

government. Tunisian president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, a strong-man president who 

had held power for twenty three years, resigned under pressure from mass protests 
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twenty eight days later. This was the beginning of the Arab Spring, a string of 

revolutions and popular uprisings that overturned the Middle Eastern political order 

(“Slap to a Man’s Pride”). Almost all countries in the region witnessed protests and 

many faced armed revolts, sometimes toppling regimes, others leading to protracted 

civil wars.  

The intensity and quick success of the Tunisian protests inspired similar 

movements in other countries. Usually, the protests centered around greater 

representative demands, reduction of corruption, economic and religious freedoms, 

liberalization of government, and resignation of key ministers. Across the board, 

governments resisted the demands of protesters. However, as time wore on, the 

protests only gained steam and international attention. Unwilling to massacre the 

protesters and attract international scorn, most governments capitulated and allowed 

minor liberalization, concessions, and resignations. For instance, the Moroccan king 

granted several concessions and a referendum on political reforms, but the 

government as a whole lived on.  

By the end of 2012, the majority of the Arab Spring had died out after 

governments appeased protesters. However, the violent turmoil in Yemen, Syria, Libya, 

Iraq, and Egypt continued to have a tremendous impact on regional stability. Each of 

those governments reacted harshly to the protests and suffered consequences. Bloody 

civil wars started in Yemen, Syria, Iraq, and Libya. Meanwhile, protesters in Egypt 
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deposed its long-time dictator Hosni Mubarak and elected a new president, who 

quickly fell to a military coup d’etat. Syria’s civil war has been particularly brutal. 

According to an estimate by PBS,  470,000 people have died as a result of the conflict 

amidst constant allegations of human rights violations, and the formerly towering cities 

of Aleppo and Homs have been shelled to little more than rubble. 

 

Figure 2: This timeline of the Arab Spring illustrates just how quickly events unfolded. 
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Terrorism 

 

  Part of what has made the Syrian civil war so deadly is the rise of the Islamic 

State (IS), a terrorist group offshoot of Al-Qaeda that gained prominence in 2014. 

Following a strict interpretation of Islam, IS differed from other terrorist organizations in 

its viciousness and its open attempts to seize territory.  The group quickly managed to 

seize large swathes of land in Western Iraq, massacred Yazidi and Kurdish populations, 

and captured the notable cities Mosul, Fallujah, and Ramadi triggering the Iraqi Civil 

War. Unlike traditional civil wars where two government factions vie for power, the Iraqi 

Civil War has pitted the government against a fanatical insurgency it has been unable 

to stop. In Syria, IS captured the city of Raqqa and additional territory in the east of the 

country (“Fractured Lands”). Besides its position in Iraq and the Levant, IS has a 

presence around the entire region, operating in Yemen, Libya, Egypt, and Iran. Boko 

Haram, Africa’s most notorious terrorist group, pledged allegiance to IS in 2016. IS is 

primarily funded through the sale of oil from captured refineries (“How the Islamic 

State Makes its Money”); the majority of their equipment is from Iraqi and Syrian 

military stockpiles around the country and resources taken from cities (Al Jazeera). 
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Image 1: This image is tongue-in-cheek, but it does reflect the  

complexity and chaos of affairs in Syria. 

  

IS’s meteoric rise and ferocity prompted quick international retaliation, 

especially considering the inability of the Iraqi military to stop their advance (Mosul, a 

city guarded by 30,000 Iraqi troops, fell in just six days to a force of 1,500 IS fighters) 

(“Iraqi Army Capitulates”). Saudi Arabia and Jordan helped coordinate support to the 

Iraqi army and U.S. drone strikes. Iraq has since retaken Ramadi, Fallujah, and most 

recently Mosul. From the height of its powers in 2015, IS has lost significant territory 

and is generally on the retreat. As a result, the group has shifted strategy to more 
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visible and lethal terrorist attacks around the world, including the Manchester 

bombings, Paris shootings, and Baghdad and Tehran attacks. IS remains, by far, the 

deadliest terrorist group in the world (“Islamic State Group”). 

  IS is the main cause and belligerent in the Iraqi civil war, but it is only one of the 

actors in Syria, where there is an abundance of non-state and international forces. 

Multiple terrorist organizations flourish there, including the Al-Nusra Front (an IS 

offshoot) and Al-Qaeda (“Fractured Lands”). There are multiple factions in rebellion 

against the government, the most prominent of which is the Free Syrian Army (FSA). 

And regional and global powers have taken key interest in the conflict, Russia has 

intervened directly on behalf of the government, US army officials train members of the 

FSA, and gulf states like Saudi Arabia have also moved to train and fund rebels 

(“Fractured Lands”). One of the notable regional, non-state forces involved in the 

conflict are the Kurds, a distinct ethnic group that has often faced persecution on racial 

and religious grounds. 
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Case Study: The Kurds 

 

About 25 to 35 million Kurdish people currently reside within a mountainous 

region straddling the borders of Turkey, Iraq, Syria, Iran and Armenia. Even though 

they are the fourth-largest ethnic group in the Middle East, they have faced a constant 

struggle to obtain a permanent national state, Kurdistan (“Who Are the Kurds?"). The 

Kurdish Question dates back to the early twentieth century, when in 1908 the first 

Kurdish national movement was organized. The Kurdish people still do not have an 

established homeland in the Middle East, despite having a distinctive community with 

unified race, culture, language, and religion, Sunni Muslim. The signing of the 1920 

Treaty of Sevres provided hope for the Kurds by promising them the creation of a 

native country, though the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne discarded its predecessor and split 

up the Kurdish-inhabited lands between Syria, Iraq, and Turkey (“Timeline Kurdistan”). 

Beginning in 1979, both Iraq and Iran began attacking the Kurdish people in their 

respective borders, adding to the tensions in the region. These attacks from the Anfal 

Campaign under Saddam Hussein resulted in the Halabja genocide, where from 1988 

to 1989, an estimated 180,000 Kurdish people were killed (“Halabja Genocide”). Even 

after the trial of Saddam Hussein in 1993, where Saddam Hussein was charged with 

premeditated murder, imprisonment and the deprivation of physical movement, forced 
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deportation, and torture, and was executed, no charge of genocide occurred (CNN 

Library). 

Because the Kurdish people still lack representation on both a political and 

international standpoint, The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) was formed in 1978 by 

Abdullah Ocalan, calling for an independent state within Turkey. However, it is 

considered a terrorist organization by NATO as well as the EU and the permanent UN 

Security Council members excluding Russia and China due to its military presence in 

parts of the Kurdish region, which have resulted in further conflicts (Jenkins). After the 

Anfal Campaign, in the 1990s, the PKK softened their demands for independence and 

instead tried to appeal for a compromise. Their request was for greater cultural and 

political autonomy, even though they continued to fight with arms. It wasn’t until 2012 

when the PKK began peace talks with the government of Turkey, and the following 

year a ceasefire was agreed. Even with the ceasefire, attacks still ensued, leaving the 

ceasefire to collapse in July of 2015, shortly after a suicide bombing attributed to ISIS 

killed 33 young activists in the mainly Kurdish town of Suruc, Syria (“Who Are the 

Kurds?"). This resulted in the PKK to respond to the attack by retaliating, targeting 

Turkish soldiers and police. To this, the Turkish government launched an initiative, 

labeled a "synchronized war on terror" against both the PKK and ISIS. As of late, 

hundreds of people, including members of the PKK and civilians, have been killed in 
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various attacks in south-eastern Turkey along with targeted airstrikes in Iraq (Gordon 

and Kakol). 

After the Halabja genocide from 1988 to 1989, the lack of international 

recognition caused underrepresentation of the Kurdish people. Although the genocide 

did result in the estimated death of 180,000 Iraqi Kurds, the genocide did not gain any 

international recognition until about 20 years later. In response to  the displacement of 

the Kurdish people, the UN did help provide for the Kurds within RES 688 (1991), 

which called for humanitarian efforts in Iraq to use all the resources at their disposal 

(“Resolution 688 (1991)”). However, this was seen to be one of the last monumental 

moments in which the United Nations was able to help the Kurdish cause. On the other 

hand, in 2008, the Iraqi government was the first to have recognized the Anfal 

Campaign carried out by Iraqi forces in 1988 as an act of genocide against the Kurds. 

Further in 2013, the British parliament was the second major player to recognize the 

Halabja genocide (Zebari). This act of recognition has been vital to the Kurdish 

people’s representation, as in Erbil, Iraq’s capital of the Kurdish region, called for the 

formation of a special committee that consists of the friends of Kurds in the West, in 

order to contact decision-making centers in the world such as the United Nations, the 

European Union (EU), the EU parliament, parliaments of foreign countries, the 

International Criminal Court in The Hague, and organizations and centers for genocide, 

since they have received little international recognition or representation (Zebari). 
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Refugees and Social Discord 

 

Destabilization in one country tends to affect the stability of other nearby 

countries; the brutality of fighting in Libya, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen has led to social and 

infrastructure problems for neighboring countries and it has started a humanitarian 

crisis in the region. This humanitarian strain is caused by the wave of refugees fleeing 

the conflicts. As a result, there are currently more refugees in the world than at any 

point since World War II, and this statistic does not include the high number of 

internally displaced peoples (IDPs). (IDPs are refugees who have not left their country 

of origin. Under international law, they are under the care of the government, even if 

the government is the reason for their displacement).  According to the UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees, 60% of the Syrian population is classified as IDPs, an 

unthinkably high number.  Syria is the source of the most refugees, followed by Iraq, 

Yemen and Libya.  The Syrian Civil war alone is responsible for more than 5.5 million 

refugees (“Key Facts about the World’s Refugees”).  In total, tens of millions of people 

in the region have been displaced, including seriously at-risk portions of the 

population, without sufficient aid or structural support to sustain them. 
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Figure 3: Contemporary refugee crises 

 

As refugees move between countries and settle, they can create a significant 

strain on nations. Jordan, for example, has one of the most generous policies in the 

region for accepting refugees, but that policy has led to sprawling camps with rampant 

disease, shortages of food and water, and deterioration of vital infrastructure 

(“Jordan’s Refugee Crisis”). Turkey accepted 3 million refugees in the region, but it has 

struggled finding a plan to deal with those refugees (Harvard Business Review). They 

were granted refuge almost accidentally as Turkey revised its immigration policy in 
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negotiations with the EU, but have posed significant long-term problems for the 

country and are an ongoing politically destabilizing factor. Besides the sheer impact of 

having to support millions more people, the refugees can trigger xenophobia, ethnic 

and religious tensions, and legitimate security concerns (UN: “Refugees”). 

 

Case Study: Tunisia 

 

            After the 2011 Arab Spring, the Middle East has never fully recovered. The 

massive wave of protests and democratization accompanied widespread regime 

collapse, nationwide reforms, and statewide chaos. For example, Libya is still under a 

factional civil war, after NATO coalition forces ousted the then Prime Minister 

Muammar Gaddafi out of power in 2011. Due to the intense shake up of the Arab 

Spring, nations in the Middle East have either reverted back to the intensively 

suppressed authoritarian status quo or devolved into further chaos. In fact, in 2013, 

Egypt experienced a coup where General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi ousted the then 

democratically elected President Mohamed Morsi out of power and seized power, 

seriously hindering the nation’s path towards democratization and political stability 

(David, 2013). With so many Middle Eastern nations either reverting back to 

authoritarian regimes or collapsing to a nation-wide system of chaos, the international 
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community and many scholarships tends to forget the small, homogenous state that 

started the Arab Spring: Tunisia 

         Before moving to the discussion of stability in Tunisia, understanding the 

Jasmine Revolution can show the narrative and trend of the Tunisian society, a vital key 

in understanding the country’s potential for stability. Tunisia is a small, homogenous 

country with a population of only 11 million (BBC, 2013). Putting this in scale, Tunisia’s 

neighboring country, Egypt, has 91 million citizens within its borders. Additionally, the 

population of Tunisia is very young, with the majority of the population consisting of 

citizens between the ages 0-30 (CIA Factbook, 2013). Education in the nation has 

always been excellent with Tunisia not only investing 7 percent of its GDP towards 

education but also making basic education compulsory with legislations such as the 

“Enseignement de Base” (Clancy-Smith, 2017) With all these positive factors still 

existing during the rule of President Zine El Abdine Ben Ali, the question quickly 

becomes: What was a factor/factors that made all these reform seem meaningless and 

move people to protest against the government? 

         The answer is stark economic grievances and political corruption. From the self-

immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi to the exile of President Ben Ali, the Jasmine 

Revolution was the result of the growing economic inequality between exuberant 

coastal cities and poverty filled hinterlands, the drastic rise of youth unemployment, the 

monopolization of scarce resources, and political “in-transparency.” First, regarding 
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economic grievances, during the events that led up to the Jasmine Revolution, nine out 

of 11 million Tunisians lived in inner/hinterlands, such as Sidi Bouzid (where Mohamed 

Bouazizi self-immolated himself), Kasserine, etc. Unlike the coastal region, where 

tourism and urban life boomed, the hinterland consisted of Tunisian that, “live in 

squalid towns and villages with little in the way of infrastructure, few government 

services, and too much desperation” (Cook, 2017). In addition, the highly college-

educated Tunisian youth was experiencing high unemployment, with the government 

unable to meet the growing demands of the population. Ben Ali’s alienation and 

ignorance of the grievances of the Tunisians was also seen in the government’s 

monopolization of the Middle East’s most scarce resource, water. Under the 

government owned and ironically named, Hayet (life) Water Company, the Ben Ali 

regime “fanned” social anger by both forcing local farmers to only buy water from 

Hayet and threatening the social relations of Tunisia’s agrarian economy through 

corruption (Clancy-Smith, 2017). In all the economic grievances that the people 

protested in the Jasmine Revolution, another message rose to popularity: criticism and 

the removal of the Ben Ali regime. According to live-reports during the Jasmine 

Revolution, protestors on the street constantly chanted “bread, water, and Ben Ali 

out,” bringing focus not only to economic disparities (as seen from bread and water) 

but also to the great anger that the people held towards Ben Ali. Julia Clancy Smith 

notes in her work “Lessons from a Small Place” that the Tunisian protesters’ anger 
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towards the regime can be attributed to Ben Ali’s “regard [of[ Tunisia’s wealth and 

resources as his personal property of fief” (Clancy-Smith, 2017). With the people’s 

perception narrowed towards to the fact that “Ben Ali was out of touch with his 

citizens,” all social reforms, ranging from partial law to education spendings, began 

showing the political maneuvers that Ben Ali held behind it. With mass protest taking 

the nation by storm, on January 12, 2011, Ben Ali fled the nation to Saudi Arabia. The 

narrative that is apparent in the Jasmine Revolution, is the people’s want for a 

legitimate economic and political system in the nation. 

         With this understanding, we can observe the current path of stability of Tunisia. 

Unlike Libya, where the fall of the regime deteriorated the nation down to military 

factions, Tunisia’s political system after the fall of Ben Ali has resembled that of a 

proper democracy. Boasting a semi-presidential system, Tunisia's parliamentary and 

presidential branch has successfully coordinated a transition of power, with Ennahda 

(an Islamist political party) peacefully withdrawing from the government after losing the 

2013 parliamentary elections and former Prime Minister Habib Essid accepting the vote 

of no confidence on July 30, 2016. Additionally, Tunisia’s prospects for a stable 

political system can also be attributed to the nation’s lack of a “minority problem,” no 

history of army intervention in politics, and the largest blocs of female lawmakers in 

Tunisia's constituent assembly. Although, the nation’s political system has shown the 

prospect of stability, Tunisia’s economic system still needs major reforms of taxing 
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wealthy professionals and bringing back capital from those who left the nation, after 

the fall of the Ben Ali regime (Monshipouri, 2017). Despite challenges ahead, among 

the Arab Spring nations that have reverted back to the status quo or deteriorated to 

chaos, Tunisia stands out as the “only light of stability” in the Middle East. 

 

Economy of the Middle East 

 

Instability is bad economics; the Arab Spring coincided with a few 

macroeconomic trends to damage many economies in the Middle East. According to 

the World Bank, GDP growth in the region remains at the lowest level for the fourth 

consecutive year. This is partly due to severely depressed output in areas of conflict, 

where unemployment and inflation have both skyrocketed. There has also been a 

spillover effect, with these countries lowering the GDP growth of neighboring states. 

Part of this economic trouble has been caused by large refugee populations, who 

stretch the resources of the country they inhabit without producing any economic 

activity. In Turkey, for instance, only 2,000 of the 3 million refugees have been granted 

work visas (“0.1% in Line for Visas”). This is a political and social problem as most 

countries are hesitant to allow refugees to actively participate in society to that extent. 

Nonetheless, it has been suggested that refugees could serve as a significant 
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economic boost if they were allowed to engage in entrepreneurial activity 

(“Entrepreneurship”). 

  The most important export of the Middle East is oil. It is not an understatement 

to say that the Middle Eastern economy runs on oil. Efforts have been made in recent 

years to diversify, but oil remains king and, in many ways, the health and success of the 

Arab world depends on its price, which has been chronically low in recent years (World 

Bank: “Middle East and North Africa”). Drops in the price of oil occur every so often, 

but the current fall has happened simultaneously with regional civil wars and attempts 

for economic diversification: it has caused a regional recession and put political 

pressure on governments. 
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Figure 4: Map illustrating primary exports from each country 

 

Case Study: Qatar 

 

The Arab Spring was a series of unprecedented and populist-driven revolts that 

spread across the Middle East, from its inception in Tunisia to 20 other Arab states 

(Cordesman, 2017), with the exception of Qatar and the United Arab Emirates. The 

initial hopes of peaceful regime change from decades of autocratic and quasi-
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democratic governments and economic, social and cultural repression in 2011 seem 

distant and arguably idealistic to many now. It is evident that regime survival and the 

preservation of regional stability and status quo take precedence over political change 

and popular rule. The struggle between the two is perhaps best characterised by the 

foreign policy objectives and trajectory of the small but extremely wealthy Gulf State of 

Qatar. 

Beginning in the 1990s, the then emir of Qatar, Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani 

(1995-2013) and the Qatari prime minister and foreign minister, Hamad bin Jassim Al 

Thani (2007-2013) (Ulrichsen, 2014), wishing to move beyond the Saudi sphere of 

influence, began to aggressively assert Qatar’s independence through multiple soft 

power efforts. The most obvious effort being the founding of the satellite channel Al 

Jazeera, as a proposed independent Arab voice (Elashmawy, 2014). In addition, the 

Qatari development of its natural gas infrastructure allowed it to secure multiple high-

profile and long term liquified natural gas investments and contracts with major 

international players such as China, the United Kingdom, the United States (Ulrichsen, 

2011) has not only made the world powers a stakeholder in Qatari stability and 

development but also improved it international exposure and regional clout. These soft 

power efforts alse reflected a set of larger patterns behind Qatar’s regional foreign and 

security policies – ensuring stability in a troubled and conflicted region and enhancing 

its own security. 



BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 23 
 

These soft power efforts were coupled with its desire to carve itself a pivotal role 

as a regional diplomatic mediator, boosting its international standing and transforming 

the state into a major player in regional affairs. According to Ulrichsen, “mediation was 

a prominent feature of Qatar’s constitution adopted in April 2003, with article 7 

specifically mandating that Qatari foreign policy be “based on the principle of 

strengthening international peace and security by means of encouraging peaceful 

resolution of international disputes. (2014)”  In 2007, the emir summarised the Qatari 

foreign policy logic at the United Nations General Assembly, stating that “the major 

conflicts in the world have become too big for one single power to handle them on its 

own.(Ulrichsen, 2014) ” The three most high-profile instances of Qatari mediation took 

place in Yemen (2008¬–2010), Lebanon (2008), and Darfur (2008–2010), and Doha also 

worked to resolve disputes between Sudan and Chad (in 2009), and between Djibouti 

and Eritrea (in 2010) (Khatib, 2013). 

Qatar’s foreign policy is however, pragmatic above all else. While it attempts to 

broaden influence abroad and champion democracy in the Maghreb regions it remains 

committed to stability and security in the Gulf region and internally. 

At the start of the Arab Spring, Qatari support of all non-Gulf state protest 

movements, especially those heralded by Islamist forces and the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Qatar’s support for Islamist groups can be traced back to the early 1990s, the emir 

Hamad offering refuge, support, and an international platform – arguably via Al Jazeera 



24 BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 
 

(Steinberg, 2012). This sympathetic outlook towards Islamists as well as a general 

pragmatism guided Qatar in its reaction to the Arab Spring protests.  This is particularly 

evident in the case of Libya. Qatar was instrumental in urging the Arab League to call 

for a no-fly zone above Libya and champion military intervention. The prime example 

of which was the support of the UN Security Council behind this in Resolution 1973 in 

March, 2011 (Yetim, 2014). Qatar gave further political, economic and military support 

to the Libyan rebels by being the first Arab nation to recognize the rebel government – 

The Libyan National Transitional Council, helping the rebel groups to transport and sell 

oil to fund their efforts and participate actively in NATO intervention efforts by sending 

six fighter jets and alleged special forces (Yetim, 2014). Much of this aid was directed 

towards the Islamist rebel groups and paramilitaries affiliated with the Muslim 

Brotherhood. 

A similar story can be said of Syria. Again, Qatar adopted a policy to aid the 

Muslim Brotherhood dominated opposition groups to overturn the Assad regime. After 

an initial period of cautious hesitation, Qatar withdrew diplomatic support for Syria by 

pulling out its diplomatic service and closing its embassy in July 2011 (Cordesman, 

2017). Using similar tactics, Qatar called on the Arab League, utilizing Qatar’s current 

rotation as president to mobilize support against Syria. The League suspended Syria’s 

membership and encouraged its members to impose economic sanctions. By early 

2012, Qatar called for all Arab League members to begin military intervention in Syria, 
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allegedly supporting the Free Syrian Army with arms and monetary aid (Ulrichsen, 

2014). 

Qatar actions could be interpreted as either a disrupter of stability and thereby 

the status quo in Syria and Libya or as a future guarantee of stability in these states. 

However, Arab Spring uprisings in the Gulf region revealed the Qatari pragmatic 

approach, favoring stability above political change. The primary example of this was 

the Qatari reaction to unrest in Bahrain. Here, Qatar reigned in its fervent and 

aggressive approach to political change and took the backseat to Saudi Arabia. The 

states of the Gulf region belong to the Gulf Cooperation Council, that is traditionally 

seen as dominated by Saudi Arabia. The Council decided to take military action and 

sent in armed trucks and groups comprised mainly of Saudi and Emirati forces (Khatib, 

2013). No praise was offered nor any political support, the emir Hamad saying “We 

believe that in order for dialogue to succeed, we have to defuse this tension through 

the withdrawal of all from the street. (Steinberg, 2012)” Qatar’s decision to support 

Bahrain’s government instead of the rebelling groups was a direct contrast to its 

previous positions on other Arab Spring uprisings. The idea that a Shiite controlled 

Bahrain that could potentially become an outpost and sympathizer of Iran and 

destabilize the Sunni majority Gulf region (Steinberg, 2014). Any government 

concessions or reforms given would potentially fan other opposition movements in the 

Council and overturn the balance between Sunni and Shia groups. For all of Qatar’s 
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outward friendliness and sympathies toward Syria and Libya, national interest and 

regional stability took priority.  

Similar actions were taken in Yemen. Again, geographical and political 

considerations took precedence over any unilateral policy Qatar had in Northern Africa 

and Syria (Yetim, 2014). Again, Saudi Arabia’s powerful influence over the monarchy 

and close interstate and financial relations halted any possible action Qatar could have 

taken. Even if political change was to happen as it did in Yemen in 2011, it was done so 

on the Councils terms to maintain regional stability. The Council eased the then leader, 

Saleh from government and installed another politically elite one in its place 

(Steinberg, 2012). There was no call for a pro-democracy bottom-up process that could 

possibly upset the status quo as Qatar had called for in Syria and Libya. Instead, 

actions were taken to quell popular discontent by providing Yemen with natural gas 

critical to prevent any uprisings over energy shortages as had plagued other Arab 

Spring nations before (Ulrichsen, 2012), establishing education and training programs 

to mitigate youth unemployment and channeled Western governments into multilateral 

agreements, in a mediator-like fashion, to stabilize Yemen. 

The change of government in Qatar has attempted toned down much of the 

aggressive rhetoric and support that characterized Qatari foreign policy in the early 

2010s. Efforts to the distance Qatar from the Muslim Brotherhood and contentious 

Islamist groups began as the Muslim Brotherhood was deposed in Egypt. The Council, 
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in interests of regional stability, helped restore military rule in Egypt. However, reports 

of Muslim Brotherhood presence in Doha as well failure to comply with Saudi and 

Emirati demands to align Qatar’s foreign policy in regards to regional affairs with that 

of the Council, may very well inflame and disrupt regional stability in Qatar, and indeed 

it has as the recent Qatari crisis may come to tell. 

Political Stability 

 

Political stability is loosely defined as the likelihood that a country will collapse 

or face severe and debilitating conflict. Measuring stability can be done on a holistic 

basis by analyzing different economic, social, and political factors and paying attention 

to security concerns and external affairs. There are several international organizations 

that quantify stability. The most prominent among these is the Fragile States Index 

(FSI), an annual report by the think tank Fund for Peace. The FSI ranks nations across 

twelve different indicators of instability and gives them a score from 0-10 (most stable 

to least stable) based on those categories. The indicators focus on topics like refugees, 

uneven economic development, and rule of law. The index is designed to condense 

the complex nature of a country into a single metric and compare nations based on 

their rankings. As time goes on, the FSI demonstrates the progression of stability in 

different parts of the world (“Fund for Peace”). Other notable reports on stability 
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include the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) annual 

report, States of Fragility, and the monthly bulletin CrisisWatch published by the NGO 

International Crisis Group. States of Fragility includes data from the FSI and World 

Bank, as well as holistic analysis. Notably, the OECD includes a section considering 

environmental concerns like pollution and health (“States of Fragility”). CrisisWatch 

focuses more specifically on violent conflict. 

  Criticism over the FSI have typically been concerned with the mannerisms and 

methodology of creating the ranking. The index would previously classify states as 

‘failed’ after passing a certain threshold of measured instability. This drew attention to 

a false dichotomy between failed and non-failed states, neglecting the nuanced nature 

of stability. The index has since refocused on fragility. Other criticism has centered on 

the very methodology of the rankings, which suffer a lack of transparency and consider 

different categories equally. For example, human flight (a measure of migration) and 

human rights are considered as equally important indicators of fragility. This has 

allowed countries like North Korea to have inflated positions on the index (“FSI 

Belongs in the Policy Dustbin”). 

A 2008 study by the Brookings Institution addressed instability as the failure of 

governments to address four critical responsibilities: economic growth and 

opportunity, effective governance institutions, control of security and territory, and 

meeting human needs of the population. Inability to fulfill any of those mandates 
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increases instability, and those categories include factors such as terrorism, resource 

strains (such as famines or droughts), and corruption and persecution (Brookings 3). 

Not included in this consideration, and of particular importance to the Middle East, are 

ethno-religious divisions. The divide between different religions, sects, and ethnic 

backgrounds has been a driving source in a majority of recent conflicts and is what 

continues to fuel terrorism activities in the region. 

 

Prior Responses from the UN and International Community 

 

The international community has long held a vested interest in the Middle East. 

The region possesses vast reserves of oil, is an important route for trade, and has also 

been the epicenter of numerous security concerns. It’s stability and welfare has also 

held the attention of the United Nations and various regional bodies for decades. The 

UN has deployed peacekeepers to the region seven times, including the current 

mission to Syria, UNSMIS, and is a major contributor and organizer of humanitarian aid 

(UN: “Peacekeeping”). It’s 1951 Convention on Refugees is still the international 

standard for their treatment and rights. UN resolutions concerning conflict in the 

Middle East have been limited to reaffirming cross-border aid missions and 

condemning the plight of civilians. This is a result of politics between veto-power 
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countries on the Security Council, but other arms of the UN have had a drastic impact. 

For example, following numerous reports of chemical weapons being used in the 

Syrian Civil War against civilians, a direct violation of the Geneva Convention, the UN 

passed resolution 2118, requiring Syria comply with guidelines of the Organization for 

the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) (Resolution 2118). With OPCW 

investigators on the ground in Syria, the organization oversaw the destruction of the 

Syrian chemical weapon stockpile, and was internationally lauded for its management 

of the situation, including winning a Nobel Peace Prize. However, there have still been 

occasional reports of chemical weapons being used in the conflict. 

  The international community led a far more dramatic intervention in Libya in 

2011. Following reports of widespread abuses of force and possible crimes against 

humanity, the Security Council passed resolution 1973, forming a legal basis for military 

intervention in the region. NATO immediately responded by raising a no-fly zone over 

the country with notable help from allies in the Middle East and the Arab League, all of 

whom saw the situation spiraling out of control. The no-fly zone was critical for 

grounding the air force of dictator Muammar Gaddafi and led to the quick demise of 

his regime (“Libya Profile - Timeline”). 

  Nations have been far more reticent to intervene unilaterally, preferring to 

restrict activities to training and selling weapons to forces they favor. The notable 

exception to this was Russia’s intervention in Syria. Following a direct request from the 
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Syrian government in 2015, Russia deployed its air force to conduct strategic bombings 

in defense of its regional ally. This was in addition to supplying weapons to the Syrian 

army. The intervention dramatically helped the government, including retaking the 

ancient city of Palmyra and gains around Damascus and Aleppo. Major Russian 

operations stopped in March of 2016 and the country has since partially withdrawn 

from the conflict. 

  Europe has been at odds with much of the Middle East as a result of the flow of 

refugees. The refugees are domestically unpopular and the cause of many security 

concerns, prompting many European nations to put diplomatic pressure on countries in 

region. This has thus far been an unsuccessful approach. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Political instability is not a new phenomenon in the Middle East, but it has been 

particularly severe in recent years due to popular uprisings, the growth of violent third-

parties, and the refugee crisis. Each of these have had repercussions on economic 

growth and ethno-religious conflicts. An effective solution for stability in the Middle 

East requires attention not only to recent forces of instability, but also to underlying 

causes that resurface in times of conflict. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. Was the Arab Spring a good thing for the region? Despite the violence, did it 

produce positive political outcomes? 

2. Why is instability a political issue? 

3. How does sovereignty affect the range and success of international actions in 

the Middle East? 
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PROTECTION OF INDIGENOUS MINORITIES 
 

Indigenous minority populations are one of the most at-risk demographics in the 

world. According to the UN, there are 370 million indigenous peoples living in 90 

countries. Despite prior international efforts, this group suffers from significantly higher 

rates of poverty and medical issues, is frequently constrained by exclusionary social 

laws, and experiences cultural erosion. This does not include countries that actively 

target and persecute indigenous minorities, nor environmental factors, such as habitat 

destruction and pollution, that disproportionately affect them. The intersection and 

overlap of these issues has produced a humanitarian crisis for some of the world’s most 

culturally significant peoples. 

  In 2010, pursuant to a request by the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 

the UN released a report titled State of the World’s Indigenous Peoples (SOWIP). It was 

the first such report by an international body and was intended to both inform a 

broader dialogue about the state of indigenous minorities and to be a tool of advocacy 

for their rights. SOWIP focused on six topics—poverty and well-being, culture, 

environment, education, health, and human rights—and it revealed some downright 

shocking statistics. For example, life expectancy can be as much as 20 years shorter for 

indigenous peoples than non-indigenous ones, over 50% of indigenous adults suffer 

from Type II diabetes, and HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malnutrition are widespread. 
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While indigenous peoples make up only 5% of the global population, they constitute 

one-third of the world’s extremely poor, rural people (SOWIP Press Package 1). 

Furthermore, these groups experience systemic racism, destruction of culture, and 

forced assimilation. Women are frequently the most vulnerable; some estimates show 

that a third of all indigenous women are raped in their lifetime  (SOWIP Press Package 

1). 

  SOWIP brought attention to indigenous issues, highlighting the disparity 

between these groups and the wider population. It also demonstrated how these dire 

problems are not just present in a few isolated cases, but broadly a part of what all 

indigenous peoples face. This was a revelation for the international community. 

Although there had been several forums and discussions about the status of 

indigenous peoples, the worst cases were treated as outliers and there was no 

comprehensive body of statistical data to disprove this. For a long time, indigenous 

populations were a forgotten people on the global stage. Culturally colorful, 

indigenous minorities have created an invaluable breadth to human civilization and 

society. They are responsible for a tremendous variation in values, beliefs, traditions, 

and languages. Frequently, indigenous groups have been the basis for the culture and 

expression of entire countries. Unfortunately, the vibrant distinction between 

indigenous peoples and the rest of society has been the source of blatant 

discrimination and mistreatment. It is the legacy of that discrimination that is 
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responsible for the current state of affairs. Until recently, indigenous groups had also 

been left behind in international law. 

  

Legal history 

 

International law regarding indigenous groups has a vivid history and important 

impact.  International law is a complex topic, governing the ways in which states can 

act and interact with one another. While a government can force its citizens to abide by 

its laws, there is no parallel for international law a country cannot reasonably force the 

rest of the world to follow any set of rules. Thus, international law relies on broad 

consensus and agreement in order to function. This has made protections for 

indigenous groups difficult to establish as many countries have a vested interest in not 

creating such a precedent. 

  In 1957, the UN’s International Labor Organization adopted the Convention 

Concerning the Protection and Integration of Indigenous and Other Tribal and Semi-

Tribal Populations in Independent Countries. Despite the long winded title, the treaty 

contained weak mechanisms to protect indigenous societies. The treaty offered few 

actual protections and reaffirmed the civil rights of indigenous peoples, but only as 

individuals, not as separate groups. No other major treaties regarding indigenous 
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populations were ratified during the 20th century, despite several being proposed. The 

one notable exception to this is the American Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples, but it was only adopted by the Organization of American States at the turn of 

the century. Consideration for indigenous groups came up in passing in several other 

treaties, such as conventions on genocide, children’s rights, and civil and political 

rights, but it was never comprehensive and always addressed broader themes. The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights is another commonly referred to treatise for 

ethnic minorities, but it also fails to provide a specific framework and protection for 

vulnerable indigenous groups. To paraphrase Pierre Lepage, indigenous peoples had 

become the forgotten ones of international law (12). 

In the modern era, significant improvements have been made for indigenous 

groups in international law. This is primarily due to three causes: new conventions and 

favorable interpretation of existing precedent; creation of new international 

instruments focused on indigenous groups (e.g. SOWIP); and successful litigation in 

international courts (Smelcer 306).  

  In 2007, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), a specific, comprehensive, and groundbreaking 

resolution. UNDRIP focused on several key themes, including self-determination, 

culture, education, territory, and security. Besides self-determination, for which UNDRIP 

provided a new framework in light of the special circumstances surrounding many 
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indigenous populations, the treaty itself included few distinct breakthroughs such as 

cultural recognition and promotion of parallel social and economic development in 

harmony with the parent country. The majority of UNDRIP was a firm reaffirmation or 

extension of existing law. According to the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples: 

“The Declaration does not attempt to bestow Indigenous peoples with a set of 

special or new human rights, but rather provides a contextualized elaboration of 

general human rights principles and rights as they relate to the specific 

historical, cultural and social circumstances of Indigenous peoples.” 

Furthermore, the treaty was only adopted by the General Assembly and is effectively 

non-binding. (Resolutions adopted by GA committees do not have the full strength of 

multilateral treaties). Nonetheless, UNDRIP remains the most important and complete 

international law for indigenous groups which vigorously lobbied for its passing and 

have used it for advocacy and protection of rights worldwide. The treaty effectively 

described historical grievances, present challenges, and future aspirations of 

indigenous groups, resonating deeply with communities that had felt broadly ignored 

by the international community. Despite its non-binding status, UNDRIP set an 

international precedent concerning the rights of indigenous minorities that has been 

crucial in legal cases since. A key example of this are land claims, which are often 

legally fraught nightmares for indigenous communities to navigate as countries fight 
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fiercely to maintain control of their territory. In addition, UNDRIP paved the way for 

reports like SOWIP and further broadened the international dialogue on indigenous 

communities. 

  There is no internationally accepted definition of what ‘indigenous minorities’ 

are. The name implies a group of people settled on a territory in a country whose 

existence on that territory predates the arrival of the dominant ethnicity of that country. 

To be more specific: 

“They form at present non-dominant sectors of society and are determined to 

preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories, 

and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, in 

accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal system.” 

(Martinez Cobo para. 379) 

This definition makes sense, but only includes territories that were colonized by foreign 

powers and therefore precludes groups in Africa and Asia that are distinctly 

indigenous, but were never colonized. The African Common’s Working Group of 

Experts on Indigenous Populations suggested several other characteristics of 

indigenous peoples: 

● Their cultures and ways of life differ considerably from the dominant society; 

● Their cultures are under threat, in some cases to the extent of extinction; 
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● The survival of their particular way of life depends on access and rights to their 

traditional lands, territories and natural resources; 

● They suffer from discrimination as they are regarded as less developed and less 

advanced than the more dominant sectors of society; 

● They often live in inaccessible regions, often geographically isolated and suffer 

from various forms of marginalization, both politically and socially. 

● They are subject to domination and exploitation within the national political and 

economic structures that are commonly designed to reflect the interests and 

activities of the national majority. 

This distinction seems dry, but is important in considering which groups can lay claim 

to rights on the basis that they are indigenous minorities (“Indigenous Peoples in 

Africa”). 

Law is also established in cases argued before international courts. These courts 

are often tenuous settings with limited results and recognition. The International Court 

of Justice (ICJ), for example, is perhaps the most important international court, but has 

had trouble making its decisions stand in the face of defiant nations. Frequently, this 

has been a problem for indigenous communities as their legal claims are simply 

ignored by their parent countries. However, some cases do succeed and establish 

lasting impacts. 
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  A prominent example of international litigation for indigenous minorities is the 

2001 case Awas Tingni v. Nicaragua, which held the country in opposition to one of its 

indigenous populations. The case was heard by the Inter-American Court of Human 

Rights, an institution established and given authority by the Organization of American 

States (OAS) to which Nicaragua is a signatory. The OAS has an unusually developed 

procedure for indigenous populations despite (or perhaps because of) the numerous 

transgressions against them in the region. The case revolved around transgressions by 

the Nicaraguan government on ancestral territory of the Awas Tingni. In multiple 

instances, the government had authorized transnational logging companies to extract 

lumber from the Awas Tingni’s lands, only to be challenged in domestic courts. After 

complex litigation and ultimate failure to reverse the authorization, the Awas Tingni 

appealed to the Inter-American courts and the case was accepted (Anaya 7). The court 

concluded that it was illegal for Nicaragua to allow logging on territory of the Awas 

Tingni. Furthermore, the court updated the standard for how countries should interact 

with indigenous groups on matters of land (Anaya 13). To quote S. James Anaya: [T]the 

Court held that the American Convention on Human Rights obligates states to 

recognize and adopt specific measures to protect indigenous peoples’ rights to land 

and natural resources in accordance with indigenous peoples’ own customary use and 

occupancy patterns.” (15). Awas Tingni v. Nicaragua is one of the strongest existing 
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standards for indigenous territory ownership, one of the most pressing issues for 

indigenous peoples. 

  

Key issues 

 

Despite the existing framework of international law, serious issues have 

continued to plague indigenous minorities. UNDRIP was adopted in 2007, more than a 

decade ago, and international legislative efforts began seriously addressing the 

indigenous community in the early 2000s. These legal efforts have failed to sufficiently 

the address the problem of protecting indigenous minorities because they have not 

been properly and effectively applied; in practice, some countries have chosen to 

ignore the international standards. This is not to say that international law is useless or 

has been of no help—on the contrary, it has given indigenous minorities legal 

protections, galvanized communities, and guided standards—but it has its limits. 

Health 
 

One of the greatest disparities between indigenous and non-indigenous 

populations is health. Overwhelmingly and regardless of location, indigenous groups 

are more likely to suffer from health issues with a greater intensity, higher mortality 
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rate, and lower degree of information. What exactly those health concerns are vary 

from place to place. For instance, in many parts of Africa, where health infrastructure is 

already stretched, many indigenous peoples suffer from insufficient post-birth care, 

creating a significantly higher infant death rate (SOWIP Vol. 2 24). HIV/AIDS are also 

thought to unevenly affect indigenous groups, but there is a lack of data on this subject 

(SOWIP Vol. 2 20). In Asia, Malaria is an all-too-common disease amongst the tribes of 

Indonesia, whereas STDs from human trafficking is a severe problem in Thailand and 

India (SOWIP Vol. 2 48). Human trafficking disproportionately affects indigenous 

groups as they usually do not have the same protections as the rest of the population 

or are ignored. SOWIP lists the most severe health concerns of indigenous peoples: 

● High infant and young child mortality 

● High maternal morbidity and mortality 

● Heavy infectious disease burdens 

● Malnutrition and retarded growth 

● Shortened life expectancy at birth 

● Diseases and deaths associated with cigarette smoking 

● Social problems, illnesses, and deaths linked to misuse of alcohol and other 

drugs 

● Accidents, poisonings, interpersonal violence, homicide, and suicide 
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● Obesity, diabetes, hypertension, cardiovascular disease, and chronic renal 

disease (lifestyle diseases) 

● Diseases caused by environmental contamination (e.g. by heavy metals, 

industrial gases, and effluent wastes) and infectious diseases caused by fecal 

contamination. (47) 

In general, health concerns of indigenous groups are not well studied, making it more 

difficult to diagnose differences and address the actual problems. 

  The cause of this health disparity is also not well understood. The most 

commonly suggested reason for the gap is that, as the general health of a country or 

region improves, indigenous groups are just left behind. In many cases, indigenous 

groups represent a small percentage of a population, live in remote areas, or both. It 

can be impractical for them to travel large distances to receive medical aid and 

expensive for countries to open health centers specifically for indigenous groups, if a 

country is even considering the health needs of its indigenous populations. Indigenous 

peoples can also be reluctant to seek out medical help. For example, traditional 

medicine is still widely practiced in Africa, with an emphasis on natural remedies and 

supernatural powers (SOWIP Vol. 2 21). Causes of illness and death are rooted in 

beliefs of witchcraft, sorcery, and superhuman forces (Rödlach 101). Tribal healers far 

outnumber western-trained doctors, and in some cases are semi-regulated (SOWIP Vol. 

2 22). According to WHO, indigenous health has broad connotations: 
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Indigenous peoples’ concept of health and survival is both a collective 

and an individual inter-generational continuum encompassing a holistic 

perspective incorporating four distinct shared dimensions of life. These 

dimensions are the spiritual, the intellectual, physical, and emotional. 

Linking these four fundamental dimensions, health and survival manifests 

itself on multiple levels where the past, present, and future co-exist 

simultaneously. (Geneva Declaration on Health and Survival of Indigenous 

Peoples). 

 

 

Figure 1: Gap in life expectancy between national averages and indigenous minorities 



52 BERKELEY MODEL UNITED NATIONS 
 

 

 

Figure 2: Differences in infant mortality rates between national average and indigenous peoples 

 

Poverty 
 

“Before the plantation came in, our lifestyle was prosperous. If we needed 

fruits, we just went to the forest. It was the same if we needed medicines, 

we just went to the forest. But since this company came in and burned our 

forest, everything has gone. Our life became difficult. The forest fire has 

been a disaster for us.” — a member of the Adat community, Indonesia 

(qtd. In SOWIP Vol. 1 21) 
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  While indigenous minorities represent only 5% of the global population, they 

make up 15% of the world’s poor (SOWIP Vol. 1 21). The cause of this disparity stems 

from historical maltreatment: discrimination and racism, dispossession of land, and lack 

of opportunity in traditionally indigenous industries. Indigenous minorities have 

typically based their livelihood on available natural resources. Fishing, farming, and 

pastoral work feature heavily in indigenous societies. (There are notable exceptions to 

this, like the herding peoples of Kamchatka, Russia, who roam with the herds of 

Reindeer.) In recent decades, globalization and liberalization of trade have had 

detrimental impacts on indigenous groups because they have made markets intensely 

competitive and more efficient, crowding out the indigenous workers. Furthermore, 

large infrastructure projects like plantations and dams, infrastructure that has a very 

positive effect on the national economy and growth, have encroached tremendously 

on indigenous territory, restricting their options and successes. 

  Economic growth in agrarian societies and development of industries is a good 

thing, however in the case of indigenous minorities, it has left them behind and 

damaged their existing lifestyles. Indigenous workers in Latin America, for instance, 

earn roughly half of what non-indigenous workers earn in wages (SOWIP Vol 1. 22). Part 

of this gap can be explained by differences in education, but the majority is the result 

of discrimination. 
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Environment and Territory 
 

Indigenous groups overwhelmingly live on and control territory where a large 

portion of the world’s remaining natural resources are located. These resources are 

typically unexploited and quite valuable. Recently, spurred by rapid growth in countries 

like China and India, these resources have skyrocketed in value and demand. 

Furthermore, globalization forces have mitigated risk factors and lowered trade 

barriers, prompting transnational corporations to infringe on the territory of those 

indigenous groups. These infringements subject the indigenous populations to 

exploitation: 

“These abuses encompass, inter alia, violations of substantive rights, such as the 

right to life (for example, via direct violence resulting in death or environmental 

degradation), land and resource-development rights (via forced displacement), 

cultural rights (via deprivation of land rights, which often undermines traditional 

belief systems and coherence of community), rights to free expression (via 

violent repression), and key procedural rights recognized in the UNDRIP, in 

particular the right to prior consultation regarding — and free, prior, and 

informed consent to — development activities on indigenous land.” (“Double 

Life of Int’l Law” para. 4) 

Such infringements are difficult for indigenous minorities to protect themselves from. 

Investment from a large corporation is valuable, especially for developing nations 
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wishing to aggressively grow their economy and develop their resources. The process 

improves infrastructure, creates jobs, and boosts economic vitality. Furthermore, trade 

agreements are robust and litigation is swift (“Double Life of Int’l Law” para. 12). 

Claims to territory are typically central to the identity of indigenous minorities. 

  Oil and logging companies have led projects that have had especially negative 

results on indigenous peoples. One particularly brutal example of this is the 

intervention of Shell Oil Company in the Niger River Delta of Nigeria in the 1980-90s. 

That particular land was occupied by the Ogoni people, an indigenous minority that 

lived off farming and fishing in the delta. Oil drilling was approved by the Nigerian 

government without consultation or compensation for the Ogoni. From 1976-96, it is 

estimated that around 2.5 million barrels worth of oil were spilled in the delta (HRW 

para. 14). This had a devastating impact on the local environment, especially 

considering that mangrove forests are particularly vulnerable to oil spills because they 

soak up the oil and gradually release it every rainy season. Widespread water 

contamination destroyed fish populations and ruined farmlands. To this day, the Niger 

River Delta remains impacted from those oil spills. This crisis prompted the grassroots 

creation of the organization The Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People 

(MOSOP) which advocated for humanitarian aid and recognition, the right to self-

determination, cultural rights, and environmental support. The tense situation quickly 

escalated with MOSOP figures agitating for a resolution. The Nigerian army cracked 
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down, creating a wave of internal refugees. The following year, nine indigenous 

activists and leaders in MOSOP, including Nobel Peace Prize nominee Ken Saro-Wiwa, 

were executed by the Nigerian government. 

  Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have been one of the primary 

advocates on behalf of indigenous minorities, particularly regarding territorial and 

environmental concerns. The Rainforest Foundation, for example, intervened in the 

case of Awas Tingni v. Nicaragua to support the tribe and defend their land claim. 

Environmental concerns and protection of indigenous minorities frequently overlap, 

meaning that environmental groups like the Rainforest Foundation have become some 

of the most successful proponents of indigenous claims. 

 

Education 
Education is a well-established right, and has been reaffirmed multiple times 

across numerous treaties, even with special regard to indigenous populations. 

However, there persists a consistent and damaging gap between the education 

provided to non-indigenous and indigenous peoples. This gap is both startling and 

problematic because education has the capacity to help solve or eliminate many of 

other problems facing indigenous minorities. 
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Country Non-Indigenous Indigenous Schooling gap 
(years) 

Bolivia 9.6 5.9 3.7 

Ecuador 6.9 4.3 2.6 

Guatema

la 

5.7 2.5 3.2 

Mexico 7.9 4.6 3.3 

Peru 8.7 6.4 2.3 

  

Figure 3: The chart above shows the average length of education in years for non-

indigenous and indigenous peoples in Latin America. This gap in education is universal. 

  

According to the UN: 

“In most countries, indigenous children have low school enrolments, poor 

school performance, low literacy rates, high dropout rates, and lag behind other 

groups in terms of academic achievements nationally. Illiteracy, which is 

prevalent in indigenous communities is a direct result of educational exclusion in 

the form of poor access, low funding, culturally and linguistically inadequate 

education and ill-equipped instructors.” (SOWIP Vol. 1 132) 
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The problems of low funding and lack of access are frequently the most pressing 

issues for indigenous education. As with access to healthcare, indigenous groups often 

live isolated from areas with adequate schools, making it logistically difficult for them to 

receive a proper education. Furthermore, many places lack the funding or political 

motivation to establish sufficient education resources in indigenous areas. This is even 

a problem for developed countries. In Canada, for instance, the high school graduation 

rate is 30% lower for indigenous minorities than it is for the general population (SOWIP 

Vol. 1 133). 

  Significant social problems remain, even when indigenous groups have access 

to education. In some parts of the world, it has been used actively as a method of 

forced assimilation (SOWIP Vol. 1 138). This legacy created what are referred to in 

those countries as ‘stolen’ generations. More frequently, formal education merely 

ignores indigenous culture, teaching students in accordance with specific social norms. 

This is not nearly as dangerous as forced assimilation, but it can have detrimental 

effects on indigenous identity and some indigenous minorities have refused state-

sponsored education on those grounds (SOWIP Vol. 1 139). 
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Case Studies 

 

Case Study: Australia 
 

In the continent of Australia, two major indigenous communities have identified 

and set their cultural values within the land: The Aborigines and the Torres Strait 

Islanders. Similarly to that of most indigenous communities under colonial rule, these 

Australian indigenous communities have faced harsh human rights violations that 

stands the test of time. Many historians and anthropologists have suspected that, in the 

height of its civilizations, about 750,000 Aborigines inhabited the northern parts of 

Sydney (Aboriginal Heritage Office, 2006). Consisting of different clans and tribes, the 

Aborigines developed a large and diverse culture of songs, music, and dance (CNN, 

2017). The Australian Government History archive, 600 different clans made up the 

entirety of the Australian indigenous populations. Before the 1788 European conquest, 

these clans had their own distinct languages, dialects, and cultures that are still the 

source of modern indigenous oral history. Despite the prior establishment of a well 

organized and a culturally diverse civilization, the European settlements, first arriving 

with Lt. James Cook, occupied the land on the basis of “unoccupied territory” and 

forcibly displaced a large number of the Australian indigenous communities (Aboriginal 

Heritage Office, 2006). 
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This system of European colonialism still permeates and plagues today’s 

indigenous society, CNN, in their article “A brief history of Aboriginal Australians,” 

writes that the Aboriginal Australian population are the among the most disadvantaged 

[group] of Australia’s 24 million population, especially in incarceration rates and 

economic grievances (CNN, 2017). First, in incarceration rates, according to the Human 

Rights Watch’s 2016 Report on Australia, the nation has shown a similar situation to the 

Native American population in the U.S, with the rate of indigenous imprisonment 

doubling since 1991. Indigenous adults and juveniles are 13 and 24 times more likely 

to be incarcerated than non-indigenous Australian communities respectively (Human 

Rights Watch, 2017). This is mostly attributed to the rampant effects of poverty and 

poor housing, leading to the second factor of indigenous discrimination, economic 

grievances. According to the 2005-2006 Australian Human Rights Commission, 

unemployment rate of the Aborigines was 16 percent, tripling that of non-indigenous 

Australian communities, and as a result of the the indigenous economic disparity, 

marginalization, and discrimination, Aborigines tend to reside in poor and marginalized 

community (Australian Human Rights Commision, 2010) In fact, the 2005 report found 

that “27 percent of indigenous people lived in overcrowded conditions.” Poor housing 

in these communities has also led to the community-wide deterioration of health, with 

many indigenous Australians not only facing physical barriers such as “distance [from 

the community to medical centers], availability of transport, access to doctors and 
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pharmaceuticals, access to culturally appropriate services, and language difference,” 

but also administrative barriers such as the discrimination of indigenous populations 

from access to Australia’s Medicare and Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme program 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2000). 

         These interpersonal discrimination, however, can be traced back to the 

administrative fault of the Australian federal government. Despite obvious human 

rights violations, the nation’s parliamentarian government leaves open the possibility of 

enacting legislation capable of allowing discrimination against Indigenous people 

(Australian Human Rights Commision, 2010). Ironically, Australia is bidding for the seat 

in the UN Human Rights Council in the 2018-2020 term, and from the delay of the 

French bidding, the chance of Australia’s acceptance into the council is high (Guardian 

Staff, 2017). But the nation is not without preventative measures, with many 

organizations and human rights activists citing the 1986 Australian Human Rights Act as 

an overarching law that applies directly to the indigenous population of Australia.  
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Figure 4: This is a really good example of how diverse and 

expansive indigenous societies can be. 

 

Case Study: The Indigenous People of the Amazon Rainforest 
 

The Amazon River Basin is home to the largest rainforest on Earth. The basin is 

roughly the size of the forty-eight contiguous United States and covers about 40 

percent of the South American continent, spanning across eight countries: Brazil, 

Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, French Guiana, Guyana, Peru, Venezuela, and Suriname 

(Butler). Along with its large size, it is also the ancestral home of one million aboriginal 
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people, known as the Indigenous Amazonians. This group of people is divided into 

about 400 different tribes, each with its own language, culture, and territory ("Amazon 

Tribes”). The majority of these tribes lived settled in villages that thrive off of the river, 

growing a multitude of vegetables and fruits. These people rely on the forest for their 

way of life, as it encompasses almost everything from necessities like shelter and food 

to tools and medicines. It also plays a crucial role in their spiritual and cultural life and 

the Amazon rainforest is at their cultural core ("People of the Amazon"). 

Even though some tribes do live in complete isolation, or “uncontacted” from 

society, most Indigenous Amazonians have access to “western” healthcare and 

education (Brierley). It is crucial to recognize that when these various western systems 

are brought into indigenous culture, they are often proven most successful when they 

are controlled by the indigenous people themselves ("Project OPNAH: Organization 

for the Protection of Native Amazonian Health"). However, the health care that they 

have access is often very poor quality and extremely expensive to upkeep. Looking at a 

specific example, the Matis Tribe resides in the rainforests of Brazil, covering an area 

that is roughly half the size of the Florida peninsula that hosts six contacted tribes as 

well as a dozen or so isolated and “uncontacted” tribes, making it home to the highest 

density of such communities anywhere in the world. On March 7, 2017, the Matis tribe 

was shaken by the loss of a highly respected shaman, whose death from a snakebite 

has underscored the precarious state of the country’s indigenous health care system. 
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Within their healthcare system, the vast distances between the tribes and society and 

poorly supplied field clinics make response to medical emergencies extremely difficult 

for the Matis and other tribes, as it can take days to travel by boat from communities 

that lie within the interior of the rainforest (Wallace). The Special Secretariat for 

Indigenous Health, the federal agency that could authorize measures that would have 

allowed for helicopter evacuation of the beloved shaman, has fallen under extreme 

criticism as of recent from Brazil’s indigenous peoples for clearly failing to provide the 

indigenous communities with adequate access to any sorts of healthcare, as this crisis 

has begun to spiral out of control with infant mortality rates running up to five times 

higher than the national average in recent years (Coates). 

Apart from health care, almost all of the Indigenous Amazonians run into conflict 

in regards to land, with outsiders either wanting their land or something that lies 

beneath it. Currently, the key threats to the indigenous populations are the massive 

boom in oil and gas exploration beneath the ground of the rainforest, the illegal 

logging of the Amazonian trees, and the necessity of ranching and farming on the rich 

rainforest soil (“Amazon Tribes”). Within Ecuador, a tribe of about four thousand 

indigenous Amazonians known as the Huaorani people have been displaced 

throughout the rainforest due to international oil companies that are drilling beneath 

their land. These oil companies force them to move by giving them empty promises of 

food, clothes, money, and even weapons for their cooperation. While the industry itself 
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has made long lasting impacts to the local cultures of these people, the industrial 

pollutants have both contaminated the water of the Amazon river and have caused 

diseases like cancer to show a new presence in already vulnerable Amazon Indigenous 

Tribes (Lahrichi). 

Without proper protection, the multitude of tribes and Indigenous cultures that 

live within the Amazon rainforest will be lost. It is imperative for the international 

community to take action to protect these populations while respecting and keeping 

intact the unique cultural practices that they bring to this diverse region. 

 

Case Study: Rohingya in Myanmar 
 

The year of 2010 marked a dramatic turning point for Burma. The country held 

the first general elections in 20 years and ushered a new ‘democratic-style’ of 

government and a newer and more open constitution (Kingston, 2015). While the 

military still holds considerable sway over politics, the Burmese junta agreed to take a 

more diminished role in both parliament and day-to-day government. The government 

would be led by Nobel Peace prize winner and renowned humanitarian Aung Sang Suu 

Kyi. The future for Burmese political reform and democracy seemed promising. 

This political transition has not been without its darker aspects, Burma’s opening 

up revealing the rampant religious and ethnic tension and conflict between Burmese 
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groups. The long-standing tension between the majority Rakhine Buddhists and 

Rohingya Muslims in Western Burma bubbled over in 2011 with the Anti-Muslim riots in 

Taungoo (Kipgen, 2013). Violence and unrest has not only repeated itself yearly but 

also escalated in destruction. In 2012, Rakhine state riots broke out over conflicts 

between the Rakhine Muslims and the Rohingya Muslims over sectarian clashes 

(Parnini, 2013). The riots evolved from an alleged Rohingya gang rape and death of a 

Rakhine woman that led to a mass retaliatory Rohingya Muslim riot. 2013 saw an 

increase in general Anti-Muslim riots in Burma (Kipgen, 2013). In 2014, anti-Muslim 

riots occurred in Mandalay, Burma’s second largest city (Kingston, 2015), bringing the 

tensions between the Buddhist and Muslim communities of Burma to an urban level. 

Following years of bloodshed, a refugee crisis developed in 2015 as Rohingya Muslims 

fled by the hundreds into the neighboring states of Bangladesh or by sea to Malaysia 

and Indonesia. Attacks against Rohingya and widespread Mosque burning in the 

northern Rakhine state continued in 2016 to now (Refworld, 2017). 

 The closed nature of the country and the continual finger-pointing at each other 

by both groups makes ascertaining the truth of the matter difficult. The Rakhine state 

government and the central state government under the junta and Aung Sang Suu Kyi 

deny any allegations of discrimination and bias against the Rohingya. The Rohingya 

however, accused the state of purposely trying to eradicate them, labelling these 

violence riots as a state-approved ethnic cleansing akin to genocide (Blomquist, 2016). 
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 The crux of the conflict lies in the lack of legal identity for the Rohingya. Their 

stateless nomenclature makes them extremely vulnerable to exploitation (Cheesman, 

2017). While they may be internationally recognized by bodies such as the United 

Nations, the Burmese government and the majority of the Burmese population regard 

them as illegal migrants from the neighboring state of Bangladesh excluding them 

from the official 135 Burmese recognized ethnic groups that are granted citizenship 

(Holliday, 2014). The oft cited legal parameter is the 1982 Burmese citizenship law 

(Holliday, 2014). Under this law, there are three designated citizen categories: citizen, 

naturalized citizen, associated citizen. Citizens are descendants of residents who lived 

in Burma prior to 1823 or were born to parents both of whom were citizens (Holliday, 

2014). Associate citizens are those who acquired citizenship through the 1948 Union 

Citizenship Act. Naturalized citizens are persons who lived in Burma before 4 January 

1948 and applied for citizenship after 1982. Other legally discriminatory policies cited 

by foreign human rights activist groups include the 1974 Emergency Immigration Act 

that stripped legal recognition from settlers deemed illegal, a move that allegedly was 

to target the Rohingya (Cheesman, 2017). Operation Nagamin (Dragon King) branched 

off from the 1974 policy. The operation was a push for a national citizen registration 

scheme that entailed intense foreigner screening. The Rohingya who are labelled as 

illegal migrants qualify for none of these categories, and are thus classified as illegal 

fugitives who need to be removed from Burmese territory (Informa, 2013). This is the 
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fundamental point of contention between the two groups, while internal and external 

actors condemn Burma for applying extreme force to forcibly drive out Rohingya 

settlers, the Burmese government maintains that these are legitimate measures 

necessary to rid the state of illegal immigrants. 

It is important to note that this is not a government-only motivated effort. The 

majority of Burma are Buddhists, with Muslims comprising a small minority. Monks are 

highly respected among the populace and the military. Monks led and participated in 

peaceful and violent demonstrations supporting the former President Sein’s initiative to 

resettle Rohingya elsewhere in Muslim-majority countries. One such culminated to form 

the Mandalay riots. The popular term for Muslim is not Rohingya but “Bengali” or its 

more pejorative variation “Kalar” (Thawnghmung, 2016)  Additionally, the wide 

circulation of Anti-Muslim pamphlets suggest a plan for global conquest and intended 

countrywide implementation of Muslim-practices and Islam in the Rakhine State has 

only fanned local anger against Rohingya. 

The modern conflict can be encapsulated through a study of the 2012 riots in 

Rakhine state. A Rakhine woman was raped and murdered by three Muslim Rohingya 

men in a small town in Rakhine state. Following this, 10 Rohingya Muslim men were 

murdered in a bus (Thawnghmung, 2016)  . These two incidents, whether connected or 

mediated, triggered rioting by both groups in surrounding towns. Destruction of 

homes, commercial spaces and accommodation, and extrajudicial violence and murder 
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occurred. According to the official Burmese government press release, a total of 4822 

homes, 17 mosques, 15 schools and three schools were destroyed, with 31 Rakhine 

and 57 Rohingya dead (Kingston, 2015). A British Parliament briefing estimates that up 

towards 2000 people were either dead or missing. Post-riot, a government 

investigatory committee was established. The committee, led by former President 

Thein Sein, declared a state of emergency, utilizing the armed forces to quash any 

remaining dissent (Thawnghmung, 2016)  . The conclusion reached was that cultural 

and sectarian differences had inspired mistrust and misunderstanding. The riots were 

downplayed to a series of isolated outbreaks in small towns. 

International reactions were far more critical. Several notable UN experts, the 

Human Rights Special Rapporteur and the Independent Expert on Minority Issues 

expressed their concern over Burma’s long history of discrimination against the 

Rohingya (Refworld, 2017). Historical marginalization of Rohingya from basic housing, 

employment and healthcare which has resulted in internal displacement of the 

Rohingya. This has forced them to occupy dangerous slum communities along the 

northwestern Burmese border. The UN 3rd committee cited the lack of due legal 

process and laws to allow equal access to citizenship (Informa, 2013). Elsewhere, 

international human rights organisation such as the Human Rights Watch documented 

Rohingya-directed mass detentions, rape, seizure of property and killings by the 

Burmese armed forces. These allegations have been fiercely denied by the Burmese 
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government under criticisms of intentional fabrication and exaggeration (Blomquist, 

2016), citing the increase in Rohingya population since 1980, the open citizenship 

policies and willingness to accept international observers. 

While most minorities fight for increased autonomy or representation, the 

Rohingya still struggle with basic recognition and rights. Their situation is an unique 

and complex one which reconciliation seems more and more unlikely with each violent 

outbreak.  

Conclusion 

  Indigenous minorities are some of the most valuable societies for enriching 

human civilization. They are the source of vibrant traditions and beliefs and are the 

creators of some of the world’s most distinct cultures. However, in the modern era, 

they are under pressure from a wide range of sources. Even beyond the rampant 

violations of human rights and persecution that were not discussed deeply in this 

paper, indigenous groups suffer disproportionately from health problems, social 

concerns, and outright discrimination. Ignored for much of the 20th century, 

international attention has once again refocused on indigenous issues and forged 

better laws to protect these vulnerable groups. But the key problems still remain and 

there is much work left to do. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. A lot of effort and lobbying went into the passage of UNDRIP and indigenous 

groups almost unanimously celebrated its passage. Why are protections and 

recognition under international law so important for indigenous minorities? How 

does it help these groups? 

2. Numerous prior legal actions have been taken by the international community to 

improve the livelihood of indigenous minorities. Why do they continue to face 

dire circumstances? 

3. How does the concept of sovereignty impact the ability of the international 

community to help indigenous minorities suffering under a hostile regime? 
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