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Potential – and weaknesses - of the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Minorities  
 
• First, the declaration is part of the international assumption that the protection of human 
rights is directly and intimately connected to the prevention of conflict (following World War II); 
 
• Second, there was and still is hesitancy as to how far international law should go to restrict 
state sovereignty in relation to minorities, with resultant uncertainties; 
 
• Third, if these issues are not addressed more directly in the future, they will continue as some 
of the world’s greatest challenges (ethnic conflicts; hate crimes; statelessness; etc.) 
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1. Why the UN Declaration on the Rights of Minorities 
in 1992 



 Conflicts and Minorities: Observations  
 

“55 per cent of violent 
conflicts of a significant 
intensity between 
2007 and 2009 had at their 
core violations of minority 
rights or tensions between 
communities.” 
 
Effective promotion of the Declaration on 
the Rights of 
Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, 
Religious and 
Linguistic Minorities, Report of the 
Independent Expert on Minority Issues, UN 
Doc. A/65/287, 12 August 2010. 



Conflicts, genocide and the world’s most vulnerable: 
Minorities 

 



Discrimination, exclusion and persecution most 
commonly describe the existence of stateless 

minorities. More than 75% of the world’s known 
stateless populations belong to minority groups. 

 
UNHCR Statelessness Report, November 2017, http://www.unhcr.org/ibelong/stateless-minorities/ 



Among the world’s greatest challenges in terms of human rights, peace 
and stability: 
 
- Intrastate conflicts, most of which involve minorities (70% according to 
some studies) 
 
- Genocide and hate crimes, most of which involve minorities  
 
- A disproportionate number of refugees are members of minority 
communities facing persecution because of their religion or ethnicity 
 
- Stateless individuals, most of whom are from minorities (75%, UNHCR) 



2. Rights of Minorities in International Law: Uncertainties 



 UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or 
Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities  

 Article 1 
1. States shall protect the existence and the national or ethnic, cultural, religious and 
linguistic identity of  minorities within their respective territories and shall encourage 
conditions for the promotion of  that identity. 
2. States shall adopt appropriate legislative and other measures to achieve those 
ends. 
Article 4 
1. States shall take measures where required to ensure that persons belonging to 
minorities may exercise fully and effectively all their human rights and fundamental 
freedoms without any discrimination and in full equality before the law. 
[…] 
3. States should take appropriate measures so that, wherever possible, 
persons belonging to minorities may have adequate opportunities to learn 
their mother tongue or to have instruction in their mother tongue. 



The Challenges of Uncertainties: 
 

- Education and minority languages 
 

-Nature of their rights, particularly to «human rights» 
 



3. 3. Directions and Relevance for Education 



Minority rights not «too complex»: Guide on the recognition and 
application of language rights 

  



Language rights of linguistic minorities – in Russian 

  
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Minorities/SR/LanguageRightsLinguisticMinorities_RU.pdf 



 Special Minorities on Minority Issues 
 Priorities:  

 
1. Statelessness and minorities 
2. Education and the rights of minorities, particularly in relation to language 
3. Hate speech and intolerance against minorities 
4. Prevention of conflicts through respecting the human rights of minorities 

 
Cross-cutting areas: 
 
1. Gender issues 
2. Clarifying the concept of a minority for the application of the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Minorities 
 

For communications with the Special Rapporteur: minorityissues@ohchr.org 



Recognition of right to education in one’s own language in public 
educational system, UN Committees, 1988-2014 

 Committee Right to 
education 
in mother 
tongue 

Right of 
education 
and 
culture 

Discrimination 
in education 

Bilingual or 
multilingual 
education 

Right of an 
indigenous or 
minority group 

HRC 8   3 1 6 

CRC 23     35 5 

CERD 9   8 4   

CESCR 19 19 4 5 5 

HRC = Human Rights Committee; CRC = Committee on the Rights of the Child; CERD = Committee on the Elimination 
of Racial Discrimination; CESCR: Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 



Language of Instruction & School Performance in South Africa: 
those educated in their own language to the 6th grade level did almost 

twice as well as those not educated in their own language 



  
Practical consequences of  NOT teaching in the language of  minorities -  

And in these examples not respecting the rights of  minorities in education 
 

• in Burundi, students only taught in the official language which they did not understand 
resulted in repetition rates increasing from 28% to 40% in the first two years 
• in Paraguay, a 1990 survey showed that for children who speak only Guarani at home 
who were educated in Spanish only had much lower performance in terms of  years of  
completed education 
• in the USA, a 1967 study revealed that the longer a Puerto Rican child (whose mother 
tongue is Spanish) remained in New York schools, the more he fell behind: nearly two-thirds 
of  Puerto Rican eighth graders were more than three years behind in reading development 
• in Guatemala, it was found that the use of  minority languages in public education more 
efficient and cost-effective. The total cost of  educating a student through the six-year 
primary cycle is about 27 per cent more if  the language of  a minority is not used as medium 
of  instruction, largely because of  the difference in repetition and dropout rates’ 
• not using a minority language in education «devalues» this language as being useless 
outside of  the home 
• etc. 



  …ты один мне поддержка и опора, о великий, 
могучий, правдивый и свободный русский язык! … 
Но нельзя верить, чтобы такой язык не был дан 
великому народу! 
 
 
 
 
 

Ивáн Сергéевич Тургéенев 



4. Questions - discussions 
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