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Dear Delegates, 

Welcome to the Fourth Committee of the General assembly of the United 

Nations: Special, Political, and Decolonization (SPECPOL)! It is my pleasure to have you 

in this committee for VAMUN XXXVIII! I am excited for the lively debates and creative 

resolutions that are sure to come throughout the weekend. 

My name is Samantha Signorelli, and I will be the chair of this committee. I am a 

third year studying political science and am from Newport News, Virginia. Since 

arriving at UVA, I have been an active member of  IRO, and this will be my third year 

participating in VAMUN. I am looking forward to passionate discussions and inventive 

solutions to the complex problems set before delegates this weekend. 

As members of SPECPOL, delegates will have to discuss pressing issues involving 

the international community. From the lasting effects of decolonization, to 

peacekeeping operations, this committee’s focus will encompass many of the major 

problems our world is facing during a time of resource scarcity. Delegates that will 

thrive in this committee are those that, first and foremost, hold true to the identities of 

their respective country and represent that country with integrity. Each delegate should 

not only focus on his or her personal goals but also strive towards accomplishing the 

greater goal of peaceful negotiations among all delegates.  

If you have any questions regarding position papers, research, or the topics of 

debate please feel free to email me. I anticipate a great weekend filled with great debate, 

and I cannot wait to meet you all!  

 

Samantha Signorelli 

scs2bg@virginia.edu  

  

mailto:scs2bg@virginia.edu


Committee Overview  

This Committee will begin on November 16, 2018 and last until November 18, 

2018. Each session will occur in real time and will be run following parliamentary 

procedure.  

When the United Nations was established and the United Nations Charter was 

drafted in 1945, almost a third of the world’s population resided in non-self-governing 

territories, dependent on the colonial powers that controlled them. When the Charter 

was drafted, the UN took note of a policy the League of Nations attempted to implement 

during its brief period in history, and inscribed it under Chapter XI. They formed what 

was called a trusteeship system, that consisted of eleven territories. “ The basic objective 

of the System was to promote the political, economic and social advancement of the 

Territories and their development towards self-government and self-determination.”   1

These were the objectives of the original fourth committee. However, as time went on, 

and independence was granted to all eleven territories in the trusteeship system, the 

group was dismantled. Because there were still a few non-self-governing territories left, 

and the former seventh committee’s (Special Political Committee) was running low on 

issues to take on, the two committees merged into what we know it as today. SPECPOL 

now deals with decolonization, Palestinian refugees and human rights, peacekeeping, 

mine action, outer space, public information, atomic radiation and the University for 

Peace.  

1 "The United Nations and Decolonization." United Nations. Accessed September 02, 2018.  



Many view the Fourth Committee as a doorway to the Security Council, due to the 

fact that the committee discusses many issues before the Security Council debates them, 

with a broader perspective. Additionally, this committee allows for voices from every 

nation to be heard before the debate continues into other United Nations committees. 

Because of this, while resolutions released by this committee are not binding, they still 

carry a lot of weight and appeal since they already are a representation of the majority of 

countries that make up the United Nations.  

As the world continues to evolve and progress, pressures on natural resources are 

likely to worsen in response to population growth, climate change, and other challenges. 

Moreover, while some nations have the ability to either lessen the negative effects on 

their citizens or push the burden of those effects elsewhere, many countries are not so 

lucky. This background guide will focus on two major challenges the international 

community is facing as vital natural resources are being depleted faster than they are 

being replenished, and the specific challenges faced by the representatives of SPECPOL.  

  

Topics of Focus: 

1. How to Handle Current and Future Violent Conflicts Over Water Scarcity 

2. The Effects of Decolonization on Natural Resource Extraction in Africa 

 

Topic 1 Background 

 

 Global Water Governance 



International river basins cover about half of Earth’s land surface, and about 40% 

of the world’s population relies on these shared water sources. Although initial water 

governance efforts were largely perceived as local and regional issues, in 2012 the UN 

reported that “water has long ceased to be solely a local issue” . 2

In 1997, the United Nations called the Convention on the Law of the 

Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses. This convention sets forth 

principles for equitable and reasonable utilization of international watercourses and for 

equitable participation, along with nations having the obligation to consider the impact 

of their actions on other states with an interest in a water resource and to equitably 

share the resource . 

As of 2014, thirty six countries had ratified or acceded to the convention; however 

many key countries remain outside of the scope. While this convention is largely based 

on policy cooperation, figuring out a system for nations to share waterways and provide 

for their people is vital since competing for a shared water source is the foundation for a 

lot of violent conflicts between nations. For example, in 2012 Indian workers and water 

engineers were attacked, and explosives were set off by Pakistani militants in an attempt 

to destroy the unfinished Tulbul Navigation Lock/Wullar Dam. Pakistani officials 

claimed it would violate a treaty between the two nations that had already been ratified 

(the Indus Water Treaty), which would effectively cut off water access to their people. 

While this may have been an isolated incident, the possibility of long term conflicts 

2 Cooley, Heather, Newsha Ajami, Mai-Lan Ha, Veena Srinivasan,, and Jason Morrison. "Global 
Water Governance in the Twenty-First Century." Index of /wp-content/uploads/2013/07.  



breaking out over water usage and rights is all too real, and in many ways, is already 

beginning.   3

 

Peacekeeping in Natural Resource-Based Conflict 

When responding to conflicts, Peacekeepers are bound to three basic principles:  

1. Consent of the parties 

2. Non-use of force except in self-defense or in defense of the mandate  

3. Impartiality  

United Nations peacekeeping records state that “in the last 60 years, at least 40% of all 

intrastate conflicts have a link to natural resources, and that this link doubles the risk of 

a conflict relapse in the first five years.” So, while poverty and weak resource 

management can be a basis for threats, climate change is known to be a “threat 

multiplier”. Moreover, in a statement released in 2011, the Security Council recognized 

the possible “security implications” of climate change, and how its effects will worsen 

current threats to international security and peace.  To refer back to the example of the 4

India/Pakistan water treaty, while the two nations have decades of conflict in their 

shared history, a shortage of water supplies has already proven to add on to their 

already tense struggle.  

The Pacific Institute separates water conflicts into three categories:  

3 Gleik, Patrick H., and Matthew Heberger. "Water and Conflict Events, Trends, and Analysis 
(2011–2012)." Index of /wp-content/uploads/2013/07. 
4 "Conflict and Natural Resources Peacekeeping." United Nations.  



1. Water as a trigger/root: when there is a dispute over the control of water/water 

systems, or the physical access to water triggers violence  

2. Water as a weapon of conflict: where water systems themselves are used as a tool 

in a violent conflict  

3. Water as a casualty: when water resources are intentionally or accidentally 

targets of violence.  5

These three different types of conflict all have the potential to produce three different 

types of peacekeeping standards and protocol. Because the manifestation and outcomes 

of conflicts this various are bound to create contrasting needs of assistance.  Due to 

these disparities, all three of these categories should be taken into account when 

debating peacekeeping standards and response plans.  

 

Topic 1 Analysis 

Setting Peacekeeping Standards 

A major issue nations will have to take into account when dealing with water 

conflicts, is the lack of cohesion between the international stage and the local one. 

Global summits and forums may be able to identify issues and challenges, but 

implementation is constantly stalled by differing agendas among organizations and 

agencies. The UN has a history of attempting top-down approaches to issues, such as the 

Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses.  

However, the majority of water-related violent incidents in recent years come from 

5 "Definitions, Methods, & Sources." World's Water. May 30, 2018.  



subnational disputes, local violence and terrorism as opposed to international. 

Additionally, the violence conflicts related to water have only increased in the recent 

decades. 

 

Number of reported water conflict events per year (1931-2012)  6

In a separate study done by the United Nations, “of the 55 countries affected by 

major conflict between 1990 and 2013, the study shows that 30 of those addressed water 

management in their post-conflict constitutions.” In many post-conflict countries, such 

as Afghanistan, water is the second most contentious issue at the local level. These 

findings left many experts wondering, how can peacekeeping missions prepare for and 

prevent issues like this before it gets to the local level? 

 In a contrasting tone, there are many incidents where conflicts may start out 

local, but have the potential to exponentially grow into riots and uprisings if national 

governments continue to deny the public something they believe they have a right to. 

6 "On World Water Day: Water Management In Post Conflict Countries Critical To 
Peacebuilding And Economic Recovery New Study." UN Environment. Accessed September 02, 
2018.  



According to ACLED Data, the number of protests and violent clashes about water have 

increased from under 5% to 25% in a few weeks. Additionally, while the movement 

started out with just farmers demanding the government to not follow through with 

their plan to redistribute water among provinces currently in a drought, a number of 

civilians have joined the movement as well.   7

Violent conflicts over water present an interesting challenge to SPECPOL and the 

Peacekeepers they deploy. With it being almost a decade since the United Nations 

declared a human right to water, it is evident that in a conflict either triggered by, or 

magnified by water accessibility or availability, Peacekeepers must be able to not only 

keep to their code of impartiality, but keep in mind the stakes of one group of people, or 

an entire nation, coming out over another are higher than ever.  

 

Questions to Consider 

1. What are the different standards peacekeepers will have to take into account 

under the three different types of water conflict? 

2. Is there a line that the United Nations should not cross when it comes to 

peacekeeping missions? If so, where?  

3. How can peacekeepers remain impartial when nations are fighting over a 

resource necessary to live?  

 

 

7 "Demonstrations in Iran: Water Shortages." Acled Data. April 26, 2018.  



Topic 2 Background 

A Brief History of Colonization  

The rapid scramble for power, land, and resources during from the 1880s to the 

early twentieth century is known as “the Scramble for Africa”. In the decades that 

followed, European nations took control of Africa’s natural resources, such as rubber 

and gold. By 1905, African soil was almost completely controlled by European 

governments, with the only exceptions being Liberia (which had been settled by 

African-American former slaves) and Ethiopia (which had successfully resisted 

colonization by Italy). Throughout the following decades, Africans were subjected to 

various forms of attempted “civilization”, bureaucratic interventions to facilitate control, 

and economic exploitation.   8

Former Colonial Rulers of Africa  9

8 The Colonization of Africa." Africa 1980–2010: Tragedies, Triumphs, and Challenges Africa 
1980–2010: Tragedies, Triumphs, and Challenges. 
9 Rachel Strohm. "African Colonization & Independence." Rachel Strohm. April 09, 2017. 
Accessed September 02, 2018.  



As a result of colonialism and imperialism, Africa, and the individual nations in 

the continent, suffered long term effects. Examples include, but are not limited to, the 

loss of important natural resources like gold and rubber, economic devastation, cultural 

confusion, geopolitical division, and political subjugation. During this time, African 

nations were kept from promoting manufacturing and industrialization as to not 

compete with their European rulers. This lead to the present setting of Africa supplying 

a wealth of natural resources, with little monetary compensation to show for their work. 

With very little preparation, the decolonization of Africa took place from the mid to late 

1950s following the end of World War II. The success of decolonization around the 

continent varied. Some nations kept the framework of governments and economic 

systems put in place by the Europeans, while others were left to pick up the pieces of 

their shattered infrastructure, and start over. Regardless of their new starting point, the 

majority of African nations had quite the uphill battle ahead of them.  

 

Topic 2 Analysis 

Grappling with Long Term Effects 

It has become more and more evident as the years go by that just because a 

nation is now legally not under colonialist rule, it does not mean that the negative effects 

of colonialism end when the occupation does. “the legacy of European dominance 

remained evident in the national borders, political infrastructures, education systems, 

national languages, economies, and trade networks of each nation.”  In his investigative 

novel, The Looting Machine, Tom Burgis states that Africa is a sort of paradox, because 



it is simultaneously the world's poorest continent, while also being its richest. While 

accounting for just 2 percent of global GDP, it is home to 15% of the planet’s crude oil, 

40% of its gold and 80% of its platinum.  The abrupt exit of European nations left 10

Africa in an ocean of debt. Even though African nations have kept strong relationships 

with Europe, the relationship is still based on dependency.  While other nations such as 

the United Kingdom or the United States have countries in debt to them as well as 

owing money to their trade partners, African nations are “one-sided”. This has caused 

African nations to be mostly exporting-based, and leaving them with little monetary 

funds for importing goods, and little opportunity to instil confidence in potential 

investors, because their debt influx makes them high risk candidates. This dependence 

is also an effect of Europeans stalling technological growth in Africa during the colonial 

period. Many African nations continued to grow cash crops for their western allies 

following their independence. This leaves farmers vulnerable to the rise and fall of the 

world market. Additionally, the ability of governments to rely on resource revenue leads 

to corruption and oppression, “this was the case in Ghana in the 1960s when the price of 

cocoa collapsed, and in Rwanda in the 1980s, when the price of coffee fell. The former 

contributed to Nkrumah's fall from power in 1966, and the latter to civil war and 

ultimately genocide in the early 1990s.”  11

 Prior to the rapid decolonization of Africa, there were only 46 member nations in 

the UN. By 1970, however, the power dynamic of the UN changed as the newly 

10 Monks, Kieron. "Why the Richest Continent Is the Poorest." CNN. January 02, 2018.  
11 "The Challenge of Decolonization in Africa." Africa 1980–2010: Tragedies, Triumphs, and 
Challenges Africa 1980–2010: Tragedies, Triumphs, and Challenges 



independent nations helped swell the number to 127. Because many of the issues that 

these African nations faced were direct results of years of imperialism perpetrated by 

other nations in the United Nations, this often put African nations at odds with their 

European counterparts in committees. It is vital for African nations to have the platform 

to stand up for their people, while also being taken seriously economically.  

 

Questions to Consider 

1. How can SPECPOL provide a foundation for other committees to go off of as 

African nations grapple with the lasting repercussions of abrupt decolonization? 

2. Is debt erasure the most effective tactic in helping a nation build a more stable 

infrastructure?  

3. What are ways we can learn from our past mistakes as a committee so that we can 

better help nations in the future?  

 

Helpful Sources 

1. The Novel: The Looting Machine, by Tom Burgis  

2. https://peacekeeping.un.org/en  

3. https://www.unenvironment.org/ 

4. http://www.worldwater.org/conflict/map/  

5. https://web.archive.org/web/20140904081130/http://trace.tennessee.edu/cgi/v

iewcontent.cgi?article=1182&context=utk_chanhonoproj  

6. https://www.acleddata.com/  

 

https://peacekeeping.un.org/en
https://www.unenvironment.org/
http://www.worldwater.org/conflict/map/
https://web.archive.org/web/20140904081130/http://trace.tennessee.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1182&context=utk_chanhonoproj
https://web.archive.org/web/20140904081130/http://trace.tennessee.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1182&context=utk_chanhonoproj
https://www.acleddata.com/
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