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About this committee
The Human Rights Council is an inter-governmental body within the United Nations system responsible for
strengthening the promotion and protection of human rights around the globe and for addressing
situations of human rights violations and make recommendations on them. It has the ability to discuss all
thematic human rights issues and situations that require its attention throughout the year. It meets at the
UN Office at Geneva. The Council is made up of 47 United Nations Member States which are elected by
the UN General Assembly. The Human Rights Council replaced the former United Nations Commission on
Human Rights. The Council is made of 47 Member States, which are elected by the majority of members of
the General Assembly of the United Nations through direct and secret ballot. The General Assembly takes
into account the candidate States’ contribution to the promotion and protection of human rights, as well
as their voluntary pledges and commitments in this regard.
What is the Human Rights Council?
Almost every United Nations (UN) body or agency is in some way involved with protecting human rights,
including the Human Rights Council. The Human Rights Council is in charge of promoting and protecting
human rights around the world. The Council exists to:




Prevent discrimination and abuses
Find ways to deal with discrimination and abuses when they happen
Protect the people who are most in danger and at risk of discrimination and abuse

Conventions and treaties are legal agreements made by governments to protect men, women, children
and also our planet. They highlight the promises governments have made on an issue (for example:
children and women’s rights), and they are part of the law, not just advice to governments.
What is the Responsibility to Protect?
The Responsibility to Protect is a concept whose time has come. For too many millions of victims, it should
have come much earlier. Ban Ki-moon, Secretary-General, UN

Around the globe, thousands of people continue to live without the most fundamental of human rights –
safety and security. The lessons of Syria, Somalia, Sudan, Rwanda and Bosnia demonstrate that the
international community lacks defined international legal measures and. often, the political will to prevent
mass atrocity crimes from taking place, or to stop them if preventive actions fail.

Do we have a R2P Syria?

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) is an emerging international security and human rights norm which
seeks to enhance the state’s ability to protect civilians from four mass atrocity crimes: genocide, crimes
against humanity, ethnic cleansing and war crimes.
The central tenet of R2P is that sovereignty, the defining feature of a state, entails responsibilities as well
as physical and political jurisdiction. The state may have the right to manage affairs within its borders, but
it also has the fundamental responsibility of shielding populations within those borders from these four
crimes.
At the 2005 United Nations World Summit, world leaders came together in historic agreement to
unanimously endorse R2P, acknowledging that state sovereignty entails a responsibility to protect
populations from mass atrocity crimes. R2P is conventionally understood to have three aspects, or
"pillars", each with differing levels of responsibility:




Pillar I emphasises a state’s obligations to protect all populations within its own borders;
Pillar II outlines the international community’s role in helping states to fulfil this obligation;
Pillar III identifies the international community’s responsibility to use appropriate diplomatic,
humanitarian, peaceful or coercive means to protect civilian populations where a state manifestly
fails to uphold its obligations.

Since the endorsement of R2P in 2005, the application of the concept has received mixed responses from
Member States. Most accept the fundamental idea behind the norm, but have operational concerns about
its possible misuse, and are especially uncertain when the question of military intervention comes into
play, a component of the third pillar.

Why is there so much controversy surrounding the Responsibility to Protect?
The aftermath of the intervention in Libya has reinforced much of the uncertainty around R2P’s
parameters, and contributed to the division within the UN and the Security Council on the continuing crisis
in Syria
The main point of discord regarding R2P is associated with a particular aspect of Pillar III: using coercive
force to protect civilians. Although this is only one of many different policies in this Pillar, it receives much
attention, and is most commonly misunderstood to equate to “humanitarian intervention”. The legitimate
use of military force has a number of limitations: it must have a just cause, which means that a state has
to be manifestly failing to uphold its responsibility to protect civilians from mass atrocity crimes in order
for the use of force to be justified; it must be properly authorised by the Security Council; it should only be
used once all available non-violent options have been exhausted; incur as little violence as possible; do
more good than harm; and have a reasonable chance of success.
It is difficult, however, for the United Nations to agree on these limitations in practice – at what point have
all non-violent options been considered? If military action is sanctioned, what are the parameters that will
define when and how force may be used?
There is no formula to predict the horrors of genocide, which means that a response cannot simply be a list
of things to do: it must be tailored to each individual case. Of course, prevention is always the best policy,
and the R2P stresses the importance of early monitoring and assessment of countries at risk, as the
international community should act before military force is necessary.
As the genocide in Rwanda demonstrated all too clearly, timing is everything, and often, the earlier the
international community acts decisively, the better.

The world has embraced the responsibility to protect - not because it is easy, but because it is right to
protect populations at risk of genocide and mass atrocity crimes.
Asha-Rose Migiro, Former Deputy Secretary-General, UN

Humanitarian Intervention
Though there is no legal definition of humanitarian intervention, it is important to establish what is meant
by the phrase in terms of this topic. Humanitarian intervention may involve the use of force by a state (or
group of states) against another country in order to prevent potential grave violations of the human rights
of citizens, “without the permission of the state within whose territory force is applied” (Holzgrefe 18).
It is important to note the many possible variations of humanitarian intervention. As defined by the UN
Charter, intervention can include:
“complete or partial interruption of economic relations and of rail, sea, air, postal, telegraphic, radio, and
other means of communication, and the severance of diplomatic relations” (UN Charter)
Thus, humanitarian intervention does not require armed force. However, in circumstances where nonmilitary tactics fail, the United Nations Charter provides the legal right to the Security Council to authorize
the use of “air, sea, or land forces as may be necessary to maintain or restore international peace and
security”.

Case study Libya and the intervention of other countries.
On February 15, 2011, Fathi Terbil, a human rights activist and leader of public protests against the
government of Libya was arrested in Benghazi, Libya. The police fired upon demonstrators who gathered
to demand the release of Terbil. Forty people were killed by the gunfire .These events set off a popular
uprising against the government of Muammar Gaddafi. Despite the open violence against protestors, the
rebellion spread throughout Libya quickly. Demonstrators were comprised of both peaceful protesters and
young, violent rebels who began torching police cars and “dancing for the news cameras”
Gaddafi gave speeches that were “chillingly similar to radio broadcasts before the massacre in Rwanda”
(BBC). Concerned by the Gaddafi regime‟s violence against civilians, “the Arab League called for the
imposition of a no-fly zone over Libya to prevent Gaddafi‟s forces from waging slaughter from the air” The
proof that Gaddafi intended to kill civilians on a massive scale was provided both by the thousands of
casualties that had already been inflicted on the population by the military and Gaddafi‟s own words.
These factors provided the basis of international intervention.

The United Kingdom and France pushed the Security Council to act, but the SC was hesitant to intervene.
Nonetheless, ultimately, the SC decided to allow a limited intervention in Libya.
The request of the Arab League for Security Council action was crucial in assuring Russia and China did not
veto the resolutions. Though five nations (China, Russia, Brazil, India, and Germany) abstained from the
final vote, the Security Council adopted Resolutions 1970 and 1973 which outlined necessary sanctions on
Libya and authorized NATO to use “all necessary means” to protect Libyan civilians .
NATO‟s responsibilities included “ensuring a ceasefire, finding a political solution in accordance with the
Libyan people‟s legitimate demands, controlling the arms embargo and the no-fly zone, and protecting
civilians”
However, despite the limits placed on the NATO mission, the organisation began to operate outside of its
UN mandate.
Observers reported that NATO carried out over 7000 airstrikes, some of which directly targeted Gaddafi.
NATO also armed the rebellion.
The Libyan crisis shows a complication that is often inherent in non-international armed conflicts, namely
the difficulty in identifying the different parties to the conflicts. The rebels were responsible for using force
and capturing cities, undeniably putting civilian safety at risk. Given that NATO openly supported Libyan
rebels, there became growing concern for the protection of civilians. This led to two major criticisms of the
NATO mission:



First, NATO‟s inability to distinguish civilians from rebels (combatants and non-combatants).
Second, the issue of threat to civilian safety by rebel and NATO forces

Despite the controversy of NATO‟s role in Libya, it is evident that its intervention was essential in saving
civilians from a massacre instigated by the Gaddafi regime.
However, the NATO coalition that intervened in Libya was very narrow, consisting of France-UK-USNetherlands-Canada-Italy-Norway-Denmark. This narrowness speaks to the unwillingness of states to
intervene to protect civilians, but it also speaks to the fact that many other countries were highly
suspicious of the true motives of the NATO interveners.
Though the Security Council was able to establish a mission, the abstention of states in voting
demonstrates a lack of cohesion within the United Nations. Despite the adoption of R2P, nations still
remain reluctant to support such missions.
In addition, Russia and China were deeply angered by the extent of the NATO mission. They felt that NATO
used the SC resolutions as an excuse to go far beyond what it was authorized to do. As a result, Russia and
China have been adamant in their opposition to allowing any UN intervention in Syria.
Though the overthrow of Gaddafi can be considered a “successful intervention”, Libya lost thousands of
civilians throughout the civil war, and the NATO air strikes (Huffington Post: Libya). Libya still remains
politically unstable. Now armed, militias present a threat to the peace and security of Libya.

The key question… Do states have a R2P Syria?

Syria
Syrians were closely watching the Arab Spring. Inspired by the movement‟s success in Tunisia and Egypt,
Syrian school children in the city of Daraa demanded change from their government. Young protesters
began spraying graffiti that called for the fall of the Bashar al-Assad regime, resulting in the arrest of
thirteen of the youth. Ultimately, the arrest and torture of the children was the trigger for protests in Syria
The Assad government responded to the protests by banning foreign media in the country and opening fire
on the Syrian protests. Within two weeks of the conflict starting, the Syrian military carried out three
massacres by firing indiscriminately upon peaceful protestors
However, despite the brutality of the regime’s response, protests continued to spread throughout the
nation.
The Syrian conflict continues today with no end in sight. After more than twenty months, the civil war has
caused an estimated 100,000 casualties and driven over 200, 000 Syrians to neighboring countries. Roughly
one million Syrians are considered internally displaced, and 2.5 million are in need of aid (BBC: Syria: The
story of the conflict). Additionally, government forces have been reported to be abducting civilians at
random throughout the country, with the intention of instilling fear in the general public. The estimated
number of abductions range from 20, 000 to 80, 000 (The Guardian).

Though the Syrian government has attempted to keep the conflict sealed within its borders, modern day
technology has enabled Syrians to report the conflict to the world. In addition to the use of mobile phones,
protesters have risked their lives in illegally maintaining contact with foreign journalists to ensure the
international community is aware of the many human rights violations that are occurring
This has created outward pressure on the government to cease its violence. The information getting out of
Syria has provided the international community with irrefutable pictorial evidence of human rights
violations. This information has increased pressure on the UN to launch an effective intervention in the
Syrian civil war.
The Syrian conflict has become increasingly complicated since March 2011. Multiple militias are now
fighting the government and each other. Their loyalties break down along sectarian and ethnic lines. Both
sides of the conflict are heavily armed

Though Syrians are frustrated by the lack of assistance from the international community, intervention
may further threaten the safety of civilians. Even more, the complexity of the civil war and the rise of many
different factions means that any intervention would be a messy and drawn out affair.
Russian-Syrian relations are, arguably, the greatest barriers to intervention at this point in time. Russia‟s
alliance with Syria is over forty years old. If Russia supported intervention in Syria, it would risk its
reputation for loyalty among its allies. Additionally, Russia maintains a large population and military
investment in Syria. The chances of Russia breaking its alliance and agreeing to work with the West to
intervene are very small.
Proposed Solutions?








Given the reality of diversity in the international community, there is no cookie-cutter solution to
humanitarian intervention.
However, in light of the conflicts discussed above, it is important that the committees discuss
dynamic approaches to humanitarian intervention.
For example, many have suggested that intervention is the responsibility of regional bodies that
share cultures similar to the conflicted nations.
This provides a safeguard against the potential of Western imperialism.
Further, delegates should consider the challenge in taking adamant, uncompromising stances on
this issue. As the United Nations has proven, refusal to compromise leads to the inability to
advance and create the cooperation necessary to protect international peace and security.
Delegates should also be aware that many developing world governments are concerned that
humanitarian intervention may be used by powerful states as a smokescreen behind which to
conceal more sinister reasons for intervention.
Therefore, delegates are encouraged to consider various suggestions in the process of the
committee sessions.

Key questions

Questions for Research:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

What is my country’s position on R2P
Would my country support humanitarian or military intervention into Syria?
How are civilians affected by inaction in the face of violence and persecution?
Why did the international community choose to intervene in Libya, but not in Rwanda or Syria?
What can or should be done in these situations?
Can the Security Council and the international community enhance the Responsibility to Protect
in order to set clear standards for intervention?
7. What role do new actors such as new states, non-state actors, and other international bodies play
in enhancing the Responsibility to Protect?
8. What peacekeeping actions or sanctions may be necessary to protect citizens?

Enhancing the Responsibility to Protect
Council on Foreign Relations. (2011). Libya and the Responsibility to Protect.
http://www.cfr.org/international-peace-and-security/international-commission-intervention-statesovereigntyresponsibility-protect-report/p24228.
This serves as one instance where the international community ultimately chose to act and implement
R2P.
International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect. (2011). The UN Security Council and the
Responsibility to Protect: Policy, Process, and Practice. Retrieved on May 1, 2012, from:
http://www.responsibilitytoprotect.org/index.php/component/content/article/35-r2pcs-topics/3278internationalpeace-institute-the-un-security-council-and-the-responsibility-to-protect-policy-process-andpractice-.
Therefore, this source is useful in showing delegates opinions of R2P that are outside of
government official policies.
International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect.
http://www.responsibilitytoprotect.org/index.php/component/content/article/35-r2pcs-topics/427security-councilresolution-reaffirms-r2p.
This Web site can serve as a great starting point for delegates as they embark on their research on R2P.
This portion of the Web site includes several R2P documents and clarifies the role of the SC and its
Member States in upholding R2P.
http://web.gc.cuny.edu/dept/rbins/ICISS/index.htm.
The Report of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty can be of great help to
delegates in their research. This report in detail explains R2P and what are some of the conflicts that exist
about R2P.:
http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/.
In order to better understand the R2P delegates should reference the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. This is because the documents serves as a basis for the underlying principle behind the R2P, which
calls for protection of citizens in armed conflict.
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2011/sc10200.doc.htm.
This source is helpful in understanding the SC’s role in Libya.
http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/unsmis/.
This source will be useful for delegates as it help explain the current situation in Syria. It discusses the
United Nations Mission in Syria, which is the peacekeeping mission operating under the supervision of the
SC, that aims to address peace, security, and development in Syria. However, as of June 16, 2012, the
mission has been suspended due to intense and ongoing conflict.
United Nations Security Council. (2006). Resolution 1674 (SC/RES/1674), Protection of Civilians in Armed
Conflict. Retrieved on May 14, 2012, from: http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2006/sc8710.doc.htm.
This is important for delegates to understand as it helps explain the role of the SC in determining when to
implement R2P and how to enhance it.

