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Introduction
Greenland stands at a pivotal moment in its constitutional journey. Decades of
deepening autonomy have sharpened questions that once seemed distant: What
would full statehood require in legal, political, and economic terms? How might
Greenland secure recognition, manage its resources, and design institutions capable
of serving a dispersed population in a demanding Arctic environment? This book offers
a comparative political and legal analysis of independence movements and the
practical steps toward statehood, with a specific focus on Greenland’s options,
constraints, and choices.

Our approach is pragmatic. Rather than argue for or against independence, we map
feasible pathways and the trade-offs embedded within each. The work draws on
precedents from autonomous regions and newly independent states, identifying how
constitutional mechanisms, negotiations, and transitional arrangements have been
sequenced elsewhere. By examining these experiences side by side, Greenlandic
decision-makers and stakeholders can better anticipate bottlenecks, avoid common
pitfalls, and tailor solutions to local priorities and values.

Independence is not a single legal act but a coordinated process spanning multiple
domains. Constitutional change must be matched by administrative capacity;
sovereignty over resources must be underpinned by credible fiscal policy; and
international recognition must align with clear compliance with the criteria for
statehood. This book therefore integrates legal analysis with institutional design and
economic planning. It explores the Montevideo criteria and recognition practice, treaty
succession, maritime delimitation, and security partnerships, while also addressing
civil service development, judicial independence, and public financial management.

Economic preconditions carry particular weight in small, remote, and resource-
dependent polities. Greenland’s blue economy, mineral and energy prospects, and
potential revenue volatility demand careful sequencing of taxation, savings, and
stabilization policies. Choices around currency, central banking arrangements, and
financial regulation affect not only macroeconomic stability but also political leverage
in negotiations and the credibility of a new state in international markets. The
comparative record shows that early clarity on these issues reduces transition risk and
supports diplomatic recognition.

Equally vital are social foundations and cultural legitimacy. Health, education, and
welfare systems must remain reliable through any transition; language policy and the
protection of indigenous rights—grounded in instruments such as UNDRIP and ILO
169—can help anchor a shared sense of purpose and legitimacy. Nationhood is

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

sustained as much by everyday governance as by constitutional texts. Effective
communication, inclusive participation, and transparent decision-making can convert a
political mandate into durable consent.

Finally, the international setting matters. Greenland’s strategic location in the Arctic
intersects with global interests in security, climate action, and resource governance.
The experiences of the Faroe Islands, Åland, Scotland, Quebec, New Caledonia,
Bougainville, Timor-Leste, and Kosovo illustrate a spectrum of routes—ranging from
enhanced autonomy to rapid independence under international supervision. These
cases do not prescribe a single path, but they demonstrate that sequencing,
institutional readiness, and coalition-building with partners are decisive. By bringing
law, politics, economics, and administration into one frame, this book aims to equip
policymakers, activists, and scholars with a clear map of the legal pathways to
independence and the practical steps that would make them viable for Greenland.
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CHAPTER ONE: Greenland in Context: From Home
Rule to Self-Government
Greenland’s constitutional story is less a dramatic rupture than a slow-motion legal
thaw. For much of the twentieth century, the island’s affairs were managed as a
straightforward colonial administration under Denmark, with policy made in
Copenhagen and local input limited to advisory roles. That model gradually softened
as Greenlandic society modernized, schooling expanded, and political representation
in the Danish Parliament grew. Yet until the 1970s, the legal architecture remained
one of delegated governance, with few levers for local priorities to shape policy on
taxation, resource management, or social services.

The first decisive shift came with the Home Rule Act of 1979. This statute created
Greenland’s own parliament, the Landsting, and a government, the Landstyre, with
defined competences in areas like education, social affairs, fisheries, and some
environmental regulation. Denmark retained authority over foreign affairs, defense,
justice, currency, and overall economic policy, but the new arrangement allowed
Greenlandic politicians to set priorities and administer laws within the devolved fields.
Home Rule was negotiated in a cooperative spirit and ratified by the Danish
legislature, giving it constitutional weight and a clear legal basis within the Danish
framework.

Even after 1979, Greenland’s political system developed its own party culture and
policy debates distinct from Danish party lines. A pivotal moment arrived in 1982,
when a narrow majority voted to leave the European Economic Community, which
Greenland had joined in 1973 as part of Denmark. Exit negotiations produced the
Greenland Treaty, which granted special arrangements for fisheries and trade while
recognizing Greenland’s particular status. This episode demonstrated how a
subnational entity could, with careful legal engineering, pursue a different
international trajectory than the sovereign state of which it forms part, provided the
metropolitan power agreed to the change.

In practice, Home Rule required building institutions almost from scratch. The new
administration needed to recruit staff, draft regulations, and manage budgets for
areas previously handled by Danish ministries. Early policy attention fell on fisheries,
which were both culturally vital and economically central. Decisions on quotas,
licensing, and processing had immediate consequences for towns and livelihoods. As
the administrative machine matured, Greenlandic officials gained experience in
regulatory design, enforcement, and intergovernmental coordination, laying the
groundwork for more ambitious reforms.
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By the 2000s, the limits of Home Rule were increasingly apparent. While domestic
policy competences had expanded, major economic levers—especially over
hydrocarbons and minerals—remained under Danish control. Fiscal arrangements,
including the block grant and the so-called subsidy, were seen by many as
constraining budgetary autonomy and creating dependency. Political parties and civic
groups began to articulate a broader vision of self-determination, one that
encompassed not only administrative autonomy but the capacity to make strategic
choices about resources and international engagement.

The response was the Self-Government Act of 2009, passed by the Danish Folketing
and adopted by the Greenlandic Landsting. This law represents a significant evolution
from Home Rule, granting wider competences and recognizing Greenlanders as a
distinct people under international law with the right to self-determination. It
introduced new possibilities, including the option to take over control of police and the
courts, and established that Greenland could assume responsibility for foreign
relations in certain areas if it chose. Crucially, it provided a legal pathway to
independence, contingent on a yes vote in a Greenlandic referendum and subsequent
negotiations with Denmark.

Self-Government also reshaped the economic framework. Greenland gained greater
authority over subsoil resources and the ability to keep a larger share of revenues
from extraction, though the practicalities of mining and hydrocarbons remained
complex. The block grant continued but became more flexible, allowing Greenland to
borrow on international markets under certain conditions. This created opportunities
but also introduced risks: more autonomy meant more exposure to commodity price
swings and the need for robust fiscal management. The new framework essentially
asked Greenland to think and act more like a state while still operating within the
Danish constitutional order.

Administratively, the Self-Government era has required a steady expansion of
capacity. Greenland’s government, now named Naalakkersuisut, oversees a growing
portfolio that includes natural resources, education, health, and infrastructure. A
professional civil service has taken shape, supported by agencies and specialized
units. Regulatory bodies such as the Mineral Licence and Safety Authority have been
established to oversee licensing, environmental standards, and safety in extractive
industries. This expansion has demanded new legal competencies, training pipelines,
and accountability mechanisms, all while maintaining public services across a vast and
sparsely populated territory.

Political representation and civic participation have also evolved. Greenland elects two
representatives to the Danish Parliament and maintains a permanent representation in
Copenhagen, which lobbies and coordinates on issues with Danish authorities.
Domestically, political parties compete for seats in the Inatsisartut, the renamed

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

parliament, and form coalition governments. Public debates cover independence
prospects, social priorities, and economic development, often with a pragmatic tone
that recognizes both ambition and constraint. The institutions of Self-Government
have become a training ground for negotiating, legislating, and managing complex
policy portfolios.

A distinctive feature of Greenlandic society is its indigenous identity. Greenlanders are
predominantly Inuit, and the Self-Government Act acknowledges Greenlanders as a
people under international law. This recognition intersects with international
instruments such as the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and ILO
Convention 169, which provide frameworks for rights, consultation, and cultural
preservation. Language policy is another dimension: Kalaallisut is the official
language, with Danish still used in many contexts, and education and public
administration navigate bilingual realities. These elements shape the cultural and legal
foundations upon which any future constitutional change would be built.

Geographically, Greenland’s vastness and climate present practical challenges that
influence governance. Settlement patterns are dispersed, with communities far from
the capital, Nuuk. Transport and logistics are costly and seasonal. Energy needs vary
from small diesel generators in remote settlements to large-scale hydro projects in
development. Digital connectivity has improved but remains uneven. These realities
affect how policies are designed and implemented, and they complicate the delivery of
services that citizens in larger states often take for granted. Administrative planning
must account for distance, weather, and infrastructure constraints.

Economically, Greenland remains dependent on fisheries, which supply the bulk of
export earnings and employment. The shrimp and halibut sectors are regulated
through quotas and licensing, with processing plants in coastal towns providing key
jobs. Tourism is a growing sector, drawn to glaciers, icebergs, and Arctic culture, but it
is seasonal and sensitive to global travel trends. Public employment is significant,
reflecting the size of the administration and the need for services across communities.
The ongoing search for a more diversified economy—especially through minerals and
energy—has been a central theme of policy debates in the Self-Government era.

The geopolitical context adds further complexity. Greenland occupies a strategic
position in the North Atlantic and Arctic, with interests intersecting with NATO, Arctic
Council cooperation, and great-power competition. The United States maintains a
military presence at Thule Air Base under agreements that date back to the Cold War,
and Denmark retains responsibility for defense and foreign policy, though Greenland
has a voice in many matters. Climate change is opening new shipping routes and
access to resources, raising both opportunities and environmental concerns. These
dynamics influence how Greenland’s autonomy is exercised and how the international
community views its status.
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The constitutional relationship with Denmark under Self-Government is a hybrid.
Greenland is part of the Danish Realm, but with a degree of autonomy comparable to
that of a sovereign state in many domestic affairs. Denmark handles foreign policy
and defense as Realm matters, yet Greenland’s government can opt in or out of
certain international agreements, particularly those affecting its competences. In
practice, this means a constant negotiation of boundaries—between domestic and
foreign, local and Realm, autonomy and integration. The legal tools for this negotiation
are embedded in the Self-Government Act and accompanying agreements.

Legal practice under Self-Government has highlighted both capacities and gaps.
Greenland’s courts can administer laws passed by the Landsting in devolved areas,
but the judicial system is still closely linked to Denmark, particularly for higher-level
appeals and specialized matters. The option to take over police functions remains on
the table, representing a major step in terms of institutional control and cost. The
evolution of the legal system illustrates a broader theme: autonomy is not just about
passing laws but about building the institutions that can enforce them fairly and
efficiently.

Public finance management has become more sophisticated. Budgeting processes,
audits, and reporting standards have improved, reflecting professionalization within
the administration. The block grant remains a central feature, providing predictable
funding but also anchoring fiscal policy to Danish transfers. Greenland has explored
borrowing options and partnerships to finance infrastructure, but the terms and risks
require careful evaluation. Fiscal policy is intertwined with independence scenarios,
since any future state would need a credible revenue base and the ability to manage
deficits without automatic external support.

Education and research capacity are also part of the context. The University of
Greenland and specialized institutes have expanded, supporting training in law, public
administration, science, and social sciences. Partnerships with Danish and
international universities provide opportunities for skills development and research
collaboration. Language and cultural studies help preserve identity while enabling
engagement with global knowledge systems. These investments matter for any
constitutional future, as state-building relies on a steady pipeline of professionals who
can design, implement, and oversee policy.

Civil society and media play a visible role in shaping debate. Radio, television, and
online platforms discuss independence scenarios, economic prospects, and social
priorities. Political parties represent a spectrum of views, from gradualism to rapid
independence, with many emphasizing practical steps such as capacity building and
economic diversification. Public meetings and consultations are part of the political
culture, reflecting the importance of inclusion and transparency. These dynamics
influence how legal and policy options are framed and understood by citizens.
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The Self-Government Act has proven flexible, but its interpretation can be contentious.
Questions arise over the scope of competences, the conditions for taking over new
areas, and the process for negotiating independence. These debates are not simply
political; they are legal questions that require careful reading of the statute,
accompanying agreements, and the Danish constitution. The gradualist approach
embedded in the act allows for incremental transfer of powers, but it also sets the
stage for a more comprehensive constitutional change if Greenlanders choose that
route.

At the level of international engagement, Greenland has cultivated roles that reflect its
interests and competences. It participates in Arctic Council working groups and
regional fisheries organizations, and it maintains representation offices in Copenhagen
and elsewhere to promote trade, culture, and political dialogue. These activities build
experience in diplomacy and multilateral governance without requiring full
sovereignty. They also demonstrate to the international community that Greenland
can handle complex policy portfolios, which matters when and if independence
becomes a serious prospect.

The picture that emerges from Greenland’s evolution is one of a political system that
has moved steadily from limited self-administration to broad self-government. It has
gained competencies, built institutions, and expanded its policy toolkit. Yet it remains
embedded in a larger Realm, with shared institutions and external constraints. The
Self-Government Act provides a framework for both current governance and future
constitutional change. Understanding how that framework operates in practice—its
legal architecture, institutional capacities, and political dynamics—is the first step in
assessing any path to independence.

In brief, Greenland’s journey from Home Rule to Self-Government has reshaped the
balance of power within the Danish Realm while laying the groundwork for further
constitutional evolution. The legal structures are in place, the institutions are
developing, and the policy debates are ongoing. What comes next depends on choices
about economics, capacity, and international partnerships, as well as the political will
to navigate a complex legal landscape. This chapter provides the background
necessary to grasp those choices and the constraints within which they are made.
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