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CHAIRMAN, MEMBERS OF THE WORKING GROUP,

The European Centre for Minority Issues has been greatly impressed by the decisiveness and breadth of the decisions and recommendations adopted by the Working Group at its last session. As before, ECMI remains ready to support the Working Group in any area where it may possess special competence. Permit me to address the items you have decided to cover in turn.

With respect to the relationship between autonomy and self-determination, I am pleased to advise you of a large international project we have been running with the University of Cambridge, addressing the settlement of self-determination conflicts through complex power-sharing, including autonomy arrangements. This has resulted in a two volume collection of analyses of all recent settlements coupled with cross-cutting, thematic investigations. Moreover, we are just now committing to the press a volume, edited by Dr Stefan Wolff and myself, on ‘New Autonomies’. Needless to say, we would be pleased to place this material at the disposal of the Working Group, which is already in possession of our previous book on autonomy edited by Dr Kinga Gal.

In the context of your discussions of minorities and development, you might be interested to learn that we are launching a project on the economic and social dimension of minority rights and would be only too happy to conduct it in close contact with the Working Group.

CHAIRMAN, with respect to mechanisms designed to close gaps in the international protection of minorities, we remain of the view that a central focal point not unlike the OSCE High Commissioner on Minorities, for instance in the shape of a Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General, could be a useful innovation. However, as already noted last year, we would caution against focusing the debate in this area too narrowly on conflict prevention and the security dimension. It is dangerous to analyze minority issues principally through these particular spectacles. Minorities are not a security problem in themselves and a broader perspective needs to be retained to avoid reinforcing unhelpful views still held by some governments. 

Manifestly, minority issues are matters of governance. This relates to effective access to all points of political decision-making within the state and equal economic and social opportunities. It relates to special provision recognizing cultural distinctiveness. And, of course, it relates to minority rights that must be regarded as part of the ‘regular’ canon of human rights. The establishment of a special mechanism addressing potential or actual conflict situations involving minorities must not obscure the need to progress further in this more general sense. Hence, any such step must be accompanied by a parallel strengthening of mechanisms that can address minority issues within the broader context of governance and human rights. 

CHAIRMAN, the Working Group itself, due to the credibility is has established in large measure under your leadership, should be well placed to assume such an enhanced role. The increased dialogue with governments, country visits and continuous contacts with minority representatives would quite naturally point to such a development. 

With respect to national institutions, kindly permit me to draw attention to the network of specialist European minority Ombudspersons institutions on minority issues that ECMI has generated. Moreover, ECMI is increasingly working in support of minority consultative mechanisms in its region and would welcome exchange and cooperation with the Working Group on this issue and the issue of full and effective political participation more generally.

CHAIRMAN, at its last session, the possibility of establishing an additional Protocol to the ICCPR was raised and interesting further work has been done on this issue. In this context, ECMI continues to believe in the usefulness of the assembling of a guide to best practices on the basis of experience in all of the UN’s geographical regions. This would be of tremendous utility in documenting and also enhancing standards and practices beyond Europe. It might also contribute to a realization on the part of still hesitant governments that a legally binding universal instrument addressing minority issues can now, after all, be realistically pursued. ECMI is generating a guide to best practice drawn from the Council of Europe region, based on its expert commentary of implementation practice under the European Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities. Going beyond Europe, we are generating a universal data-base on international minority rights jurisprudence, to be followed by an analytical digest and commentary. We very much hope that the regional seminars will be increasingly mandated with the very concrete task of assembling systematically evidence of best practice and emerging standards of conduct in the Americas, Asia and Africa. 

CHAIRMAN, MEMBERS OF THE WORKING GROUP, I thank you for your kind attention.

