
PB 85.  AX-22101 MARIEHAMN. ÅLAND. FINLAND. TEL +358 18 15570. FAX +358 18 21026. peace@peace.ax   www.peace.ax 

Ålands fredsinstitut 
The Åland Islands Peace Institute 

 
NGO in Special Consultative Status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations 

 
 

Åland Islands – Some Experiences from Conflict Resolution 
Kjell-Åke Nordquist    Brussels, 2015-09-15 

 

Introduction 
Conflict parties tend to say, that our conflict is a ”very different one” –  which means that it cannot be 

compared with any other, and therefore they implicitly try to say that ”we have nothing to learn” or the 

”all situations are unique” and the like.  This seminar is in itself an argument against such a simplistic 

view of social situations, human relations and the conditions for political action.  

 

While everybody would recognize that local historic settings are in one way unique on the surface, as 

cultures do differ on our five continents, the argument for the utility of a comparative reflection over si-

milarities and differences between social situations, is however supported both from a bottom-up and top-

down perspective: we are all human beings with human needs, and at the same time we all live in a sy-

stem of social structures and states with national interests and global relations. But in between these two 

extremes, there is a space where we can say that specific and tailored political arrangements are effective 

instruments for meeting both local human needs and the nation state’s interests. In my view, an autonomy 

arrangement is an effective such instrument.  

 

Having said that, I think we have identified a basic reason why – over the years – so many politicians, 

diplomats, journalists and researchers have come to the Åland Islands to see on ground, what the situation 

is like when people have settled a complex issue that once upon a time had so many dimensions in com-

mon with on-going conflict situations of today.  

 

At that time – in the early years of the last century – the political situation in the Nordic region was vola-

tile: Norway left peacefully the union with Sweden in 1905, and when Finland declared independence 

from Russia in 1917 and the WWI took on the European continent in the years that followed, the Ålan-

ders felt – one can imagine – that they were located somewhere in between, and wanted to get their situat-

ion sorted out, having lived with a demilitarisation status from 1856 and with a historically strong cultural 

affiliation with Sweden. What we saw in the Baltics and Åland islands at that time was an international-

ised internal conflict – and that is a concept and a category that is used also today, in the study of con-

flicts on a global level.  Having been affiliated for long with the Uppsala University Conflict Data Pro-



gram I cannot resist to present figures on the four categories of conflicts that the Program identifies: ex-

trastate conflicts (i e colonial wars), interstate (wars), intrastate (civil wars) and internationalised (civil 

wars but external actors also involved) armed conflicts. Generally speaking, about half of the civil wars 

are about government control, and a half about how the constitutional structure for a territory should be 

designed. It is enough for the purpose here, to observe the overwhelming dominance of the grey area, that 

is of the internal armed conflicts, plus the white area below the grey: internationalized internal armed 

conflicts. This indicates that the kind of complexity with overlapping cultural, and geostrategic interests 

among interested neighbours and actors that we recognize from the Åland historic situation, is a common, 

if not dominating, feature of conflicts also today.  

 

Fig 1. Armed conflicts between 1946 and 2013 

 

 
Source: (L Themnér & P Wallensteen, Journal of Peace Research July 2014 vol. 51 no. 4 541-554) 

 

 

The conflict over the Åland Islands situation was never militarized, and, as mentioned, the Islands were 

demilitarized since 1856.  

 

One may discuss about the demilitarization of Åland, and its possible role for the peaceful developments 

that surrounded the creation of its present status. I tend not to make too much of a point of that, since I 

think that there was at the turn of the 19th century a much broader view in the Nordic societies about the 

value of peaceful conflict resolution, than what a single demilitarization regime in one area could pro-

duce. A demilitarisation regime, at the time and today, has the character more of a ”confidence building 

measure” than a ”mentality forming measure”, in my view. 

 

 



Six experiences from Åland Islands Peace Institute 

So, if we return to the experiences based in the work of the Åland Islands Peace Institute when it comes 

to autonomy as a conflict resolution instrument, how can they be described? 

Let me summarize them under six concepts. Åland can in peace processes be a…. 

-‐ content provider 

-‐ concept provider 

-‐ space provider 

-‐ freedom provider 

-‐ singularity provider 

-‐ compromise provider. 

 

At the Åland Islands Peace Institute, we have developed the concept of the Åland Example, as way of 

framing the relationship between various components in the constitutional and political package that 

make up the viable political unit we see today in the Åland Islands. 

  

Content provider 

To be a content provider is on the one hand the least interesting role of the Åland Example for internat-

ional conflict resolution since this is the most ”literal” and therefore least flexible component of the Åland 

Islands case. On the other hand it may be the most interesting one, since the concrete text of the Auto-

nomy Act, plus examples of the legislation that is based on the Act, is the real life application of what the 

whole Åland Islands Example stands for. 

 

As an example of being a content provider we can mention that in the late 1990s, negotiators and political 

actors from all sides in the East Timor de-colonization process, were having seminars in Åland Islands. 

Several times actually. In addition, the UN negotiators – dealing with the Indonesian and Portuguese talks 

over East Timor - were always represented in these talks on Åland. The autonomy alternative that was 

finally created in the UN-organized referendum on East Timor, in 1999, has traits from the Åland auto-

nomy act, for instance when it comes to property rights. 

 

Concept provider 

In the role of being a concept provider, an autonomy arrangement becomes a really interesting and fruitful 

tool for a peace process. This is so because the concept of autonomy in itself opens a number of dimens-

ions related to identity, political structure, resources or international relations. The autonomy concept puts 

a menu for choice on the table for peace-makers and for parties in conflict. Besides the obvious – that is, 

the elimination of the autonomy itself – there is really no other matter that cannot be discussed. Åland can 

serve, from this point of view, as a role model, as a living example, utilizing its particular historic and 

current political realities as good as it can.  



 

This “concept provider” approach was taken by the then mediator of the Minsk Group, Mr Jan Eliasson – 

today Deputy Secretary-General of the United Nations – when he was working with the parties in the Na-

gorno-Karabakh conflict.  He was using an array of parameters, as wide as possible, that an autonomy can 

represent, as a platform for cooperation and compromise between the parties, and Åland islands was a 

concrete point of reference by which it could be studied whether a certain degree of self-rule on a certain 

dimension was applied or not, and if it was applied: how well does it work? 

 

The point of departure for autonomy as a concept provider is an understanding that autonomy is most of-

ten a win-win solution. In relation to what a protracted or non-settled conflict would cost and eventually 

end up into, it is most likely a win-win situation. The League of Nations’ decision in 1921 solved a pro-

blem for Finland, as well as for the Ålanders.  Maybe not on the level of an ideal solution, but effective 

enough to take the steam out of any wish to continue a hard line. 

 

This leads to the observation that the success or failure of an autonomy is not only a matter of what, in 

our case, Åland does or does not. I think it is more correct to say, that – besides a  capacity to apply the 

autonomy mandate – a critical  dimension of the concept of autonomy is actually its capacity for relation-

building with the central government as well as regionally. To be isolated or left aside is not really a vi-

able situation for any political or cultural unit today. Instead, creating an autonomy have to be, and here I 

repeat myself, a relationship-building exercise. Without an understanding of this – from all sides involved 

– we have lost a critical insight.  

 

It is, maybe, a disturbing observation to say that autonomy-building is relationship-building, simply 

because during and after conflicts, parties do not necessarily like to talk to each other. Polarization, tunnel 

vision and a degree of isolation is part of the concentration of resources that is natural for any party in a 

conflict. So, one may wonder, how to break such as circle of polarization and eventually isolation? The 

third concept may be helpful in such a situation. 

 

Space provider 

An autonomous region is, when it comes to political significance, different in status from the capital of 

the host state, or from any capital for that matter. It is easy to see this, and what from one perspective can 

be seen as a weakness is, I would argue, in certain phases of a peace process an asset. Coming to, for in-

stance, the Åland Islands is politically less significant than visiting a capital. Practically speaking I would 

say that an autonomy should be used for  providing space for a dialogue which is supposed to have a low, 

if any, political cost if it is a failure. As negotiators know, if the political cost for failing talks are high, it 

frames a negotiation in a very different way from what is considered a low profile, non-committed explo-

ration in an environment that doesn’t require the paraphernalia of international relations and diplomacy.  I 



think that international organisations, such as the EU, can and should use such different environmental 

approaches in the mediation processes they are supporting or leading, just to provide a variety of spaces 

that might be useful in a certain phase of a perceived longer process. 

 

Freedom provider 

Now - while space is a practical and maybe obvious concept from one point of view, the concept of free-

dom provider sounds as a cheap slogan. But it is not. It stands for the observation that an autonomy in 

certain respects can provide a higher degree of rights and needs satisfaction than a state can do on nation-

al level. Many conflict parties may think that independence is ”heaven on earth,” because they understand 

the concepts of sovereignty and independence literally and may therefore take no time to reflect on the 

limitations that are there for any sovereign state when it comes to international legal obligations, so-

mething which all states have to abide by, in one way or another.   

 

The space for local adjustments of certain international commitments – or the margin of appreciation, as 

it is called – is likely to be higher for an autonomous area than for a state as a whole. An autonomy is in 

the first place created to protect particular rights for a defined territory or a defined category of persons, 

and such rights may not be possible to expand on national level. That is the whole idea of being autono-

mous. So for want of a less slogan-like concept, I think it is correct to see an autonomy regime as a free-

dom provider, in this sense. 

 

Singularity provider 

By saying that an autonomy should be a singularity provider the idea is that a relevant autonomy is craf-

ted so as to reflect what is particular or unique for the area where it is supposed to be applied. The auto-

nomy should reflect this particular quality of an area. The autonomy is a response to a demand of a kind 

where the national level is maybe too general, or would not be effective, as a response. It would require a 

lot of protection mechanisms and exceptions, and with that one loses the possibility of creating a win-win 

situation. So many conflict situations of today, and let me mention Burma/Myanmar as an example since 

they are about to sign a national cease-fire agreement these days, consist of situations where there is no 

possiblity whatsoever to effectively settle the concerns of minorities – cultural, linguistic and/or religious 

– without a careful adaptation of local self-government structures. They cannot be generalised or 

streamlined, as the temptation would be in a federal state, but will require various types and crafting of 

territorial autonomies in order to be responsive to the different needs and characteristics of the various 

nationalities in that country. There are groups in Burma/Myanmar today, that look into the Åland Islands 

with great interest, as an inspiration for further development of the peace process on the level of ethnic 

territories in the country. 

 



Here we have reached a point where the two extreme positions, that we identified in the introduction, 

actually can meet: while conflicts share a number of common characteristics on one level, the response to 

these conflicts in a specific situation may have to be just that: specific, that is, tailor-made. The autonomy 

concept provides such a singular win-win solution and is doing so, and this is important, on a level that 

doesn’t challenge key national interests. 

 

Compromise provider 

This brings us to the last and probably most important dimension of Åland Islands’ experiences in con-

flict resolution: it has demonstrated what compromise – to share the cost for giving and taking in negotiat-

ions - results in practice in effective pragmatism, when based on respect for fundamentals of human relat-

ions and constitutional arrangements. 

 

The institutional structures that link Helsinki and Mariehamn and which are part of the Åland Example – 

such as the Åland Delegation – are crucial in this respect. Such structures clarify, create space for dia-

logue, and keep uncertainty at a minimum about the other side’s intentions. Under such conditions, com-

promise is possible because it will not be an expression of surrender but of trust and pragmatism. Also 

this idea has been brought in, into autonomy proposals produced with Åland as an Example of what is 

possible, including the one for East Timor which I happen to know particularly well. 

 

This brings us to the end, where I think that a concluding observation would be to say, that it is a wise 

political approach of a central government, which has a territory that is different in some politically rele-

vant aspect, to allow this difference to be operationalised into political structures on an appropriate level. 

This is so, since well-treated autonomies stay within their host countries – a fact that goes against many 

misunderstandings about autonomies. If the Åland Example can bring that message out, it has challenged 

a common and misleading perception about reality – an important first step in building a more peaceful 

world. 

 
 

Thank you.  
 


