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Figure |: Countries with self determination disputes (1960—-2005)

The UN and Conflict Prevention

At first glance, it may not be clear that the UN
plays much of a conflict-prevention role. Every
time a dispute escalates to major armed conflict
in the world, the failures of the UN at violent
conflict prevention become evident. However, in
focusing on those cases in which the UN failed
to prevent conflict escalation, we might lose track
of a vital comparison: Are the cases in which the
UN does act to prevent conflict less likely to esca-
late than cases in which the UN does not act? It
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can be true that the UN leaves much to be desired
as a conflict preventer, but at the same time it can
also be true that the UN is providing value added

when it does devote resources to prevent conflicts.

One of the key hindrances to observing the value
added of UN prevention efforts is that while
failures are easy to observe, it is difficult to dis-
tinguish between successful violence prevention
and cases that were never going to become violent
whether or not the UN intervened. One way to
address this dilemma is to examine UN action in
intrastate disputes between states and dissidents

Figure 2: Direct UNSC action in self-determination disputes

that are similar in their issue area, some of which
become violent, and some of which do not. Dis-
putes over self-determination are a good area for
comparison. These disputes involve state govern-
ments and an ethnic group that seeks increased
control over some territory in a state, which can
include greater cultural, economic, or political au-
tonomy up to a demand for secession to form an
independent state or to unite with another state.
Since the 1990s, self-determination disputes
have been the most common cause of civil war,
yet these disputes can exist independent of and
prior to — or after — violent conflict (Cunningham

7

wWww.prio.org



