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It is a demonstrable fact that many conflicts in which peace processes are present 
experience in a standstill their negotiations. The years pass and the nature of the 
conflict remains the same without the mechanisms for dialogue producing any 
progress. This standstill is more obvious in conflicts where a ceasefire has been 
achieved and, therefore, there is no significant violence or confrontation, which raises 
the question as to whether it is precisely the absence of violence with its consequent 
loss of media news; that is the reason or one of the reasons for the standstill. In order 
to analyse this question I have concentrated on five conflicts with these characteristics: 
Western Sahara, Cyprus, Moldavia (Transdniestria), Armenia-Azerbaijan (Nagorno 
Karabakh) and Georgia (Abjasia), all of which are affected by territorial problems and 
four of which are seeking forms of self-government. 

 Start of conflict Ceasefire Mediation 
Western Sahara 1975 1991 UN 
Cyprus 1974 1974 UN 
Moldavia 1992 1992 OSCE, Russia, 

Ukraine, USA, EU 
Armenia-
Azerbaijan 

1991 1994 USA, France, 
Russia 

Georgia (Abjasia) 1992 1992 UN, OSCE, EU 
 

Two of the conflicts (Western Sahara y Cyprus) began in the mid 1970s, meaning that 
they have a 35-year history. The other three began at the beginning of the 1990s, and 
have therefore been on going for 18 years. With the exception of the Sahara, which 
had to wait for 16, all the others secured a ceasefire in just a short time. All have 
external mediation, with the UN present in three of the cases and the OSCE, the USA 
and the EU in two of them.  

 

The situation of standstill in the Saharan conflict is due to the incompatibility and stand-
off between Morocco and the Polisario Front, which have been irreconcilable in recent 
years, especially since the United Nations’ plans for a referendum on self-
determination were abandoned and all mention of the referendum disappeared from 
the Security Council resolutions. Morocco supports a proposal for autonomy, while the 
Polisario Front demands the option of a referendum with the possibility of opting for 
independence.  The future has lies in the willingness of both parties to reach a direct 
agreement, without the intervention of the Security Council to impose a solution. The 
Moroccan proposal for autonomy for the region is conditioned by Morocco’s lack of 
experience in decentralisation, the enormous distrust by the Sahrawian of Moroccan 
plans and intentions and the lack of liberty and observance of human rights in the 
occupied territory, generating absolute rejection of the proposal for autonomy which, 
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under other conditions, could be attractive for many Sahrawian, and even acceptable to 
the Polisario Front. In any case, self-government is a promise that has been put back in 
time and placed in a context of rejection of what has been interpreted as Moroccan 
manoeuvring to keep strict control of the Western Sahara. The alternative would have 
been a policy of rapprochement on the part of Morocco and the seduction of the 
Sahrawi people, lifting restrictions on the expression 9of their demands and helping 
them to develop, and tolerating the presence of the Polisario Front and its self-
determination project which, in other circumstances, could become an advanced form 
of autonomy. The current dead end is therefore due more to the attitude of the two 
sides, especially Morocco, than a theoretical incompatibility with possible solutions. It 
does not seem to be a problem of needs (self-government) as much as the adoption of 
positions associated with attitudes that generate deep distrust. Also, this situation is 
one that cannot be changed to any great extent by the mediating mechanism (the 
United Nations through the personal envoy of the Secretary-General), whose task is 
confined to maintaining measures of trust aimed at the refugee population (between 
75,000 and 150,000 people), but it does not get to the heart of the conflict. The 
negotiations, which have been very spread out (every five months during the period 
form June 2007 to November 2010), have not produced the slightest progress to date, 
particularly as regards the Moroccan refusal to discuss the proposals of the Polisario 
Front.  

 

In Cyprus, the panorama is more optimistic, despite the slowness of the progress and 
the fact that negotiations have been in place for thirty years. There is a greater desire 
by both sides to reach an agreement, and mediation by the special representative of 
the Secretary-General of the UN and his special advisor is more effective. The leaders 
of the Greek-Cypriot and Turkish communities are willing to build on what has already 
been achieved, making it difficult to step back from the negotiation process, which is 
based on thematic points in a composite dialogue form, which allows progress in the 
resolution of specific matters on the basis of a long history of confidence on technical 
questions that affect daily life in the two communities, buttressing the negotiations. 
Solution to the conflict involves the acceptance of a single sovereignty, common 
citizenship and international personality for the future federation, which would be 
composed of two constituent states. The end solution would also be put to a 
referendum in both communities. The advances since September 2008 should be 
mentioned, with 40 meeting until mid-August 2009, at a rate of three meetings per 
month, with a rise in that rate in 2010, negotiating under the principle that nothing 
would be agreed until everything is agreed.  Luckily, the change of leadership in the 
Turkish-Cypriot community in April 2010 did not affect the rhythm of the negotiations 
and the desire to reach a consensus. The dinner diplomacy between the leaders of the 
two communities has also been important and has strengthened trust between the 
sides, especially on some of the thornier issues, such as property. For the UN 
Secretary-General the conflict could take a new path during 2010  towards a final 
solution. In any case, and unlike the Western Sahara conflict, Cyprus is an example of 
the positive results brought by the good offices of the United Nations. 
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The conflict in Moldavia in the region of Transdniestria, which cover an area of only 
4,163 km2, is currently at a standstills as a result of the 5+2 negotiations (Moldavia, 
Transdniestria, OSCE, Russia, Ukraine + USA and EU) being blocked since February 
2006. Since then there have only been preparatory meetings on a technical level to 
resolve specific matters in the context of the confidence-building measures that both 
parties have decided to pursue. Since 1993, the OSCE has been responsible for the 
rapprochements, although Russia has held the key to resolving the conflict by 
supporting “de facto” independence of the Transdniestria region, where it has troops 
stationed to maintain the status quo. The distancing of the leaders of the two 
communities has also contributed to the disagreement between the sides. It is 
significant, in this sense, that the presidents of Moldavia and Transdniestria met in April 
2008 for the first time in seven years and have not met again since. This inability of the 
leaders to get together and find solutions is one of the explanations for the distancing, 
since it is not enough for the technical teams of both sides to meet periodically. It is 
also significant that the leader of has been in power for 19 years. The other obstacle is 
the difference in the options for the negotiating format, with Transdniestria in favour of 
negotiating together with Russia and nobody else, while Moldavia also wants OSCE, 
Ukraine, USA and the EU to be present.  While waiting for negotiations to become 
unblocked, the common challenge is to consolidate the confidence-building measures 
such as learning two languages, commitment not to integrate either side with another 
state, free circulation of people and goods, etc.  

The dispute between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the enclave of Nagorno Karabakh, 
which is just 4,400 km2, has been at a standstill because of the difficulties in specifying 
a gradual plan of confidence-building measures allowing a new situation to be reached 
that will finally make it possible to decide on the status of the region, probably under a 
formula of broad autonomy. In any case, since the mediation of the Minsk Group of the 
OSCE, co-directed by France, Russia and the USA, proposals allowing the withdrawal 
of Armenian troops from the occupied zones, the withdrawal of snipers on at the 
dividing line, the exchange of prisoners of war, returning the bodies of the victims of the 
most recent incidents, the return of the displaced Azerbaijani people (720,000), the 
reestablishment of communications, organising a donor conference, carrying out a 
referendum and the deployment of peace observers. These measures could be 
spoiled, however, by the temptation to use military force, and the beginning of a major 
period of rearmament by Azerbaijan is therefore of concern. One of the positive 
aspects is the personal meetings between the presidents of both countries, which 
should be continued frequently. Another positive point is the potential mediating role of 
Russia, which is currently allied with Armenia.   

 

The conflict in Georgia in the Abjasia region, which declared itself independent in 1999, 
remains at a standstill despite successive rounds of negotiation in Geneva process, led 
by the UN, the OSCE and the EU. Here Russia also plays a decisive role, in its support 
for secession in Abjasia, a territory in which the military presence has been maintained. 
Georgia has offered Abjasia broad autonomy in a plan that anticipates the return of the 
displaced population (240,000 people), access to education for the Georgian 
population resident in the Gali district (Abjasia), neutral contacts as regards the status 
of Abjasia, identification cards and travel documents for Abjasia residents, creation of 
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an economic fund, establishment of an investment fund, creation of an agency for 
public cooperation, establishment of a financial institutions in Abjasia to facilitate 
money transfers and other transactions, and the creation of an integral economic and 
social zone, in an series of economic-type measures as a “carrot” for Abjasian 
integration in Georgia. However, Abjasia has rejected the offer. Another controversial 
aspect has been the non-use of force that Russia demands of Georgia with respect to 
Abjasia, a demand to which Georgia finally accepted, as a fundamental confidence-
building measure. Like Moldavia, the future role of Russia as a facilitator will be 
decisive.  

 

In summary, in four territories (Western Sahara, Transdniestria, Nagorno-Karabakh 
and Abjasia) the debate is between independence and a formula for self-government in 
the form of autonomy, which would allow the return of the displaced population. In all 
five territories analysed, confidence-building measures are important, whether to 
alleviate the current situation or as a first step for making decisions in the future on the 
type of intermediate political architecture that will be needed. In four cases (except 
Cyprus), Russia plays a more or less decisive role, either through the Security Council 
or directly, placing it in a position of maximum responsibility for finding final solutions. 
Mediation is not always effective, and has been questioned in more than one case, 
causing successive crises in the negotiating process.  In that sense, it is advisable that 
meetings should between the leaders of the affected communities be direct and 
frequent, since it has been seen as an efficient way of breaking with distrust that has 
mounted on either side. It is important to point out that only two of the five conflicts 
(Western Sahara and Cyprus) are on the agenda of the Security Council, although with 
completely opposite results. Finally, the commitment to the non-use of force and the 
use of exclusively peaceful methods is on the agenda in all the conflicts mentioned, 
since it is of vital importance for reducing tensions that occur frequently in some of 
these contexts.  


