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Since 1945 internal conflicts have been much 
more frequent than those between states. Wars 
of a predominantly ethnic character account 
for more than half of all armed conflicts. 
Responses to conflict can only be effective if 
based on a comprehensive understanding of 
contemporary mass violence. 

First, we need to know what kind of conflict 
we want to resolve. We need to inquire about 
the root causes of conflicts between states and 
indigenous and other threatened peoples. For 
most indigenous brothers and sisters it is a 
fact of life that the root cause of their conflicts 
with the states they happened to be confronted 
with has to do with 500 years of European 
colonialism and its legacies. 

Most indigenous peoples—almost invariably 
and wherever they live—are confronted by 
the continuation of colonialism as so-called 
"internal colonialism". In this perspective 
"conflict resolution" is often a too ambitious 
term. In many conflicts we might be satisfied 
to be able to transform them. 

Second, when addressing themes such as 
conflict resolution, prevention, management, 
and transformation of conflicts, the main 
topics for indigenous peoples are collective 
rights, self-governance, and nationality 
policies. 

Third, our starting point is the internationally 
recognized right to self-determination of all 
peoples. As the chairman of this Working 
Group wrote is his review of developments 

(E/CN.4/Sub.2/AC.4/2004/2) in paragraph § 
25, quoting the UN Charter, which "offers no 
grounds .. . (for) limiting the recognition of 
the right to self-determination only to some 
peoples while forbidding others from 
exercising this basic right". But exactly this is 
being done by many states and sometimes 
even by international organizations, as 
indigenous peoples from all continents know 
very well. 

• The political-cum-humanitarian concern is 
to ensure that all possible means of 
avoiding violent forms of interaction in a 
multi-ethnic setting are strengthened and 
made more attractive. 

This leads on to the question of how ethnic or 
cultural difference is to be understood and 
acknowledged. 

Classic approaches to dealing with conflicts 

Let me now explore some avenues in the short 
time given. The aim is clear: 

• Appropriate political and legal steps 
need to be taken to pre-empt 
destructive forms of interaction 
between states and peoples. 

This, however, has not yet been subject to 
sufficient and systematic investigation. The 
expertise and research priorities of this 
Working Group should involve, first and 
foremost, greater attention to causes and 
possible solutions. 

As mentioned, the self-determination of 
peoples is usually not recognized. 
Structurally, international law protects states 
rather than peoples. From the 1920s, and 
again since WW2, autonomy arrangements of 
all kinds have helped resolve ethno-national 
conflicts in this part of the world (Europe). 

The classic measures of autonomy regulations 
are limited in their scope and include 

• Recognition of lesser-used languages, 
• Protection of cultural independence, 
• Political representation, and 
• Special electoral regulations. 
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The creation of territorial units has 
produced various forms of self-governance by 
minorities. One of the most advanced 
autonomy schemes spreads to the Americas, 
known as Home Rule in Kallalit Nunat (also 
called Greenland, part of the Kingdom of 
Denmark). It was first used on the Faeroes. 

Search for successful 'models' 

My recommendations to this Working Group 
are derived from the need to explore both, 
various elements of, and evaluation criteria 
for, indigenous self-governance. 

Outside Europe, the demand of many 
indigenous nationalities for self-governance 
led to a broadening and deepening of the 
classic forms of minority protection. The 
search for regional ideal-typical examples 
of autonomy and self-governance produces a 
number of more or less successful 'models' 
that could become paradigms for particular 
world regions. 

The baseline is that prevention of violent 
conflict through appropriate autonomy-
arrangements and generous nationality-
policies is not only cheaper than intervention. 
It is in fact the only really ideal method when 
it comes to dealing constructively with the 
problem of ethnic, national and cultural 
difference. 

The dimensions of the problem are 
impressive: After some growth since 1945 
and again since 1990 we have less than 200 
states today but up to 10,000 distinct peoples. 

Conflict-averting structural elements 

Conflict-averting structural elements for 
multi-ethnic states entail 
• a turning-away from the cultural 

monopolism of nation-states and the 
political centralism that goes with it; 

• the move towards ethno-political 
neutrality and the principle of 
decentralization. 

This would constitute a change of paradigm. 
However, there is no simple cure-all. But the 
task can be defined. 

Recommendations for a global study 

Following on the study of treaties and other 
agreements between states and indigenous 
peoples the Commission on Human Rights 
should be urged to commission a study of 
constructive structural elements of the 
coexistence of states and indigenous peoples. 
Such constructive elements should be 
explored in the global context. To mention a 
few elements: 

• Federalization, decentralization, and 
territorial self-governance have proved 
themselves all over the world as a means 
of averting conflict. 

• Such constructive elements can be 
combined with different, locally 
appropriate schemes of power-sharing 
and/or political representation. 

The study could further include 

• A comparison of the nationality policies of 
the most populous countries of the world, 
the multinational Asian states of China 
and India and the CIS/ex-USSR with the 
minority policies of the former settler-
colonies of North America (the USA, 
Canada), Latin America and Asia-Pacific. 

• Such comparison would be of major 
importance when it comes to positing 
international legal standards in regard to 
indigenous and endangered peoples. 

Further recommendations 

1. This Working Group should give more 
attention to non-spectacular silent work of 
violence prevention, confidence building, and 
inter-cultural dialogue. Successful experience 
should be studied and compared. 

2. The development of concepts of structural 
prevention of violent conflict, culturcide and 
genocide is amongst the noblest tasks of the 
United Nations as world peace organization. 

3. Standardizing the prevention of genocide 
and mass violence internationally should 
become a key task for the United Nations in 
the 2 1 s t century. 
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