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Dear Delegates, 

Welcome to the 2021 National Model United Nations New York Conference (NMUN•NY)! We are pleased to introduce 
you to our committee, the General Assembly, Third Committee (GA3). This year’s staff is: Directors Daniel Sweeney 
(Conference A) and Yannick Stiller (Conference B), and Assistant Directors Markus Bianchi (Conference A) and Tara A. 
Kwan (Conference B). Daniel holds a Master of Arts in International Development Studies and is a Program Coordinator 
at the George Washington University for executive and online executive education programs in the Elliott School of 
International Affairs. Yannick completed MSc in International Political Economy at the London School of Economics and 
is currently pursuing his PhD in International Relations. Markus graduated in Political Science and Sociology and is now 
pursuing a Master of Arts in Organisation of Social Issues at the University of Trier. Tara received her Bachelor of Arts 
in Political Science at Cal Poly Pomona and is currently works as a Program Manager for a non-profit. 

The topics under discussion for the General Assembly Third Committee are: 
I.Rights of Indigenous People 
II.Empowering Conflict-Affected Children and Youth 

III.Implementing the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

The General Assembly Third Committee is one of the six Main Committees of the UN General Assembly and  formally, 
referred as the Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural Affairs Committee because of its role in establishing wholesome 
discussion and deliberation on such global issues. As part of the primary organ of the United Nations. The General 
Assembly Third Committee, embraces global discussion amongst all its Member States thru facilitation of discussion 
forums. The goal is to address global topics such as human rights and the fundamental freedoms in human and cultural 
affairs. The Third Committee deals with extensively complex topics that require deep thoughtful conversations. Delegates 
will have the opportunity to address multi-faceted global issues and work together to create consensus and positive 
resolutions. The goal is to embrace the central role the Third Committee has, in creating overarching discussion and 
establishing norm setting policies.   

This Background Guide serves as an introduction to the topics for this committee. However, it is not intended to replace 
individual research. We encourage you to explore your Member State’s policies in depth and use the Annotated 
Bibliography and Bibliography to further your knowledge on these topics. In preparation for the Conference, each 
delegation will submit a Position Paper by 11:59 p.m. (Eastern) on 1 March 2021 in accordance with the guidelines in 
the Position Paper Guide and the NMUN•NY Position Papers website. 

Two resources, available to download from the NMUN website, that serve as essential instruments in preparing for the 
Conference and as a reference during committee sessions are the:  

1. NMUN Delegate Preparation Guide - explains each step in the delegate process, from pre-Conference 
research to the committee debate and resolution drafting processes. Please take note of the information 
on plagiarism, and the prohibition on pre-written working papers and resolutions. Delegates should not 
start discussion on the topics with other members of their committee until the first committee session.  

2. NMUN Rules of Procedure - include the long and short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory 
narrative and example script of the flow of procedure.  

In addition, please review the mandatory NMUN Conduct Expectations on the NMUN website. They include the 
Conference dress code and other expectations of all attendees. We want to emphasize that any instances of sexual 
harassment or discrimination based on race, gender, sexual orientation, national origin, religion, age, or disability will 
not be tolerated. If you have any questions concerning your preparation for the committee or the Conference itself, 
please contact the Under-Secretaries-General for the General Assembly Department, Collin King  (Conference A) and 
Leah Schmidt (Conference B), at usg.ga@nmun.org.  

We wish you all the best in your preparations and look forward to seeing you at the Conference! 

Sincerely, 

Conference A                                                                         Conference B 
Daniel R. Sweeney, Director                                                    Yannick Stiller, Director 
Markus A. Bianchi, Assistant Director                                 Tara Kwan, Assistant Director 

http://www.nmun.org/downloads/NMUNPPGuide.pdf
http://www.nmun.org/ny_position_papers.html
https://www.nmun.org/conferences/new-york/prepare-for-committee/committee-materials.html
https://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/NMUNDelegatePrepGuide.pdf
https://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/NMUNRules.pdf
https://www.nmun.org/conduct-expectations.html
mailto:usg.ga@nmun.org
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United Nations System at NMUN•NY 

This diagram illustrates the UN system simulated at NMUN•NY and demonstrates the reportage and relationships between entities. Examine the 
diagram alongside the Committee Overview to gain a clear picture of the committee's position, purpose, and powers within the UN system. 
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Committee Overview 

Introduction 

Following the Second World War, the United Nations (UN) was formed, and with it the General Assembly, 
as one of the six principal organs established under the Charter of the United Nations (1945).1 The large 
substantive scope of the General Assembly’s mandate led the General Assembly to allocate its work to 
six committees, each focusing on a specific thematic area.2 The General Assembly Third Committee is 
mandated with discussing all matters related to social, humanitarian, and cultural affairs.3 Over time, this 
mandate has expanded, making it the primary forum for human rights issues.4 In recent years, more than 
50% of the resolutions adopted by the committee were submitted under the human rights agenda.5 This 
makes it the world’s largest and most prominent forum for international human rights norm creation, 
deliberating topics such as the rights of indigenous peoples, assisting conflict-affected children and youth, 
and the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (2006).6 
Moreover, more than 90% of the targets of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are linked to 
human rights and labor standards, underlining the importance of General Assembly Third Committee in 
ensuring international progress.7  

Governance, Structure, and Membership 

In accordance with the Charter of the United Nations, the General Assembly is comprised of 193 Member 
States, as well as the two Observer States, the Holy See and the State of Palestine.8 All Member States 
and Observers of the General Assembly can attend sessions of the Third Committee.9 The work of the 
committee is additionally supported by non-governmental and intergovernmental observers like the 
European Union and the International Criminal Court (ICC).10 The Third Committee meets annually for 
eight weeks from October to November after agenda items are allocated in September by the General 
Assembly Plenary depending on their theme and content.11 The Secretary-General issues reports for the 
corresponding agenda items to inform the committee, and is at its disposal to answer questions in an 
allotted time for clarification.12  
 

 

1 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 55-60; UN General Assembly, Functions and Powers of the General 
Assembly, 2019. 

2 Charter of the United Nations, 1945; UN General Assembly, Main Committees, 2019.  
3 UN General Assembly, Third Committee, 2019. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 

Nations General Assembly, 2017, p. 73. 
6 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (A/RES/61/106), 2006; UN HRC, 

Institution-building of the United Nations Human Rights Council (A/HRC/RES/5/1), 2007; UN HRC, Review 
of the Work and Functioning of the Human Rights Council (A/HRC/RES/16/21), 2011; Permanent Mission of 
Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General 
Assembly, 2017, p. 73. 

7 Danish Institute for Human Rights, Human Rights and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 2018, p. 9. 
8 UN General Assembly, Member States, 2019. 
9 International Service for Human Rights, Third Committee of the United Nations General Assembly: A Practical 

Guide for NGOs, 2017, p. 7. 
10 UN General Assembly, List of non-Member States, entities and organizations having received a standing invitation 

to participate as observers in the sessions and the work of the General Assembly (A/INF/72/5), 2017. 
11 International Service for Human Rights, Third Committee of the General Assembly: A Practical Guide for NGOs, 

2017, pp. 7, 11; Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical 
Guide to the United Nations General Assembly, 2017, p. 73. 

12 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A practical guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2011, pp. 37-38, 65. 
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Each annual session of the Third Committee begins directly with the substantive debate as there is no 
General Debate beforehand.13 The customary workflow for each item consists of an interactive dialogue 
between the Member States and experts, who submit reports and answer questions.14 The Third 
Committee recommends draft resolutions to the General Assembly Plenary committee which adopts draft 
resolutions through a simple majority vote.15 In the General Assembly Plenary, documents addressing 
agenda items that are considered important questions, like items relating to peace and security, the 
budget, or new members, require a two-thirds majority to pass and these important questions are 
considered by the Plenary and not the main committees.16 On each agenda item, the Third Committee 
can adopt resolutions and decisions by simple majority although approximately 70% of its resolutions 
were adopted by consensus between the 60th and 70th session.17 It also issues reports to the General 
Assembly Plenary about its work and recommendations on its decision-making.18 In December, all 
documents are presented to the Plenary for adoption either through a vote or by consensus, as 
recommended in the committee’s report.19 It is customary for the Plenary to follow the recommendations 
and mirror the form of adoption of the committee; therefore a decision adopted by consensus in the 
committee is adopted by consensus in the Plenary, and similarly for adoption by vote.20 
 
The Third Committee has a Secretariat comprised of the Secretary of the Committee Mr. Ziad 
Mahmassani, a Deputy Secretary, an Assistant Secretary, and three Assistants.21 Each year ahead of the 
session, the committee elects a Bureau with a Chairperson, three Vice-Chairs, and a Rapporteur.22 The 
Bureau of the committee assists with opening and closing each meeting, managing the discussions, 
pronouncing decisions, assisting with drafts and documents, and ensuring compliance with the rules of 
procedure.23 The Bureau of the 75th session (2020) consists of the Chairperson Katalin Bogyay from 
Hungary, the Vice-Chair Pilar Eugenio from Argentina, and the Rapporteur Myriam Oehri from 
Liechtenstein.24 
 
Given the large scope of the committee, various experts, special rapporteurs, working groups, regional 
organizations, and UN entities, such as the UN Volunteers program, are encouraged to participate in an 
interactive dialogue with the committee and assist in policy implementation.25 The UN Secretariat assists 

 

13 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2011, p. 74. 

14 Ibid., pp. 73-75. 
15 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 

Nations General Assembly, 2011, pp. 37-38, p. 62. 
16 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 18; UN General Assembly, About the General Assembly, 2019; 

Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2011, pp. 37-38, 62. 

17 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2011; International Service for Human Rights, Third Committee of the General 
Assembly: A Practical Guide for NGOs, 2017, p. 30. 

18 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2011, pp. 37-38, p. 62, 68. 

19 Ibid, p. 62. 
20 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 

Nations General Assembly, 2011, p. 68. 
21 UN General Assembly, Social, Humanitarian & Cultural Issues (Third Committee): Secretariat, 2020. 
22 International Service for Human Rights, Third Committee of the General Assembly: A Practical Guide for NGOs, 

2017, p. 12. 
23 UN General Assembly, Rules of Procedure of the General Assembly (A/520/Rev.18*), p. 30-31. 
24 UN General Assembly, Social, Humanitarian & Cultural Issues (Third Committee): Bureau of the 75th Session, 

2020. 
25 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 

Nations General Assembly, 2011, pp. 73-74; UN General Assembly, Organization of the Work of the Third 
Committee: Note by the Secretariat (A/C.3/72/L.1), 2017; International Service for Human Rights, Third 
Committee of the United Nations General Assembly: A Practical Guide for NGOs, 2017, p. 15. 
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the Third Committee by delivering substantive and logistical support.26 The Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR) contribute to the committee’s work as the UN focal point for human rights 
bodies, reports, and other publications.27 Furthermore, as a subsidiary body of the General Assembly, the 
UN Human Rights Council (HRC), established in 2006 by General Assembly resolution 60/251, provides 
an annual report to the Third Committee on its own recent sessions and discussions.28 Independent 
Experts, Special Rapporteurs, and Working Groups that compile reports and advise the HRC also engage 
in interactive dialogues with the committee.29 
 
Due to the current COVID-19 pandemic, the UN has suspended all physical meetings in the UN building, 
including the meetings of the General Assembly Third Committee.30 On 27 March 2020, the General 
Assembly authorized the President of the General Assembly in Decision 74/544: Procedure for taking 
decisions of the General Assembly during the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic to 
circulate important draft resolutions to all Member States by a silence procedure of at least 72 hours.31 
This means that unless any one Member State objects in written form to the adoption of this draft 
resolution within the set time limit, the draft resolution should be considered adopted without reference to 
a Main Committee.32 The General Assembly will take note of each decision taken under this silence 
procedure at its first session after the precautionary measures that limit physical meetings end.33 The 
general debate and the voting of the 75th session of the Third Committee in October and November 2020 
will be held in person but the interactive dialogues, which take up most of the actual session time, will be 
conducted virtually.34 Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic severely limited the activities of many 
organizations and bodies that report to the Third Committee, which included for example the cancelation 
of expert group consultations on the rights of persons with disabilities.35  

Mandate, Functions, and Powers 

The Third Committee derives its mandate from a variety of UN documents.36 Articles 10 to 17 of the 
Charter of the United Nations are the principal guidelines for the substance and scope of all General 
Assembly committees, whereas Articles 23, 61, 86, and 97 provide the Third Committee with its mandate 
and the agenda items allocated to it.37 In regard to the committee’s work in the field of human rights, 
Article 1 of the Charter of the United Nations speaks of the promotion of human rights, and has been said 
to be the foundation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948).38 The Third Committee 
used the UDHR as the groundwork to adopt additional and more specific international human rights 
instruments, chief among them the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (1966) 

 

26 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2011 

27 UN OHCHR, Human Rights – New York: Mainstreaming Human Rights, 2019; Permanent Mission of Switzerland 
to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly, 2011, 
pp. 75; International Service for Human Rights, Third Committee of the United Nations General Assembly: A 
Practical Guide for NGOs, 2017, p. 10. 

28 UN General Assembly, Report of the Human Rights Council (A/72/53), 2017; International Service for Human 
Rights, Third Committee of the General Assembly: A Practical Guide for NGOs, 2017, p. 19. 

29 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2011, p. 65. 

30 Permanent Mission of France to the United Nations, COVID-19: The UN is adapting its working methods, 2020. 
31 UN General Assembly, Decision number: 74/544: Procedure for taking decisions of the General Assembly during 

the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, 2020. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 UN General Assembly, Draft Provisional Programme of Work of the Third Committee - 75th session, 2020. 
35 UN General Assembly, Rights of persons with disabilities (A/75/186), 2020. 
36 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 

Nations General Assembly, 2011; Charter of the United Nations, 1945, art. 10-17.  
37 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 10-17, 23, 61, 86, 97. 
38 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 1; UN OHCHR, Fact Sheet No. 2 (Rev.1), The International Bill of Human 

Rights, 1966; UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217 A (III)), 1948. 
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and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966).39 These 
documents, along with the two optional protocols to the ICCPR make up what is known as the 
International Bill of Human Rights and they guide the work of the committee.40  
 
In addition to the human rights framework, the SDGs guide the work of the committee as they relate to 
many of the committee’s issue areas.41 The SDGs are strongly linked to human rights; among others 
SDG 4 (quality education) and SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) relate to the protection of 
children from all forms of violence, abuse or exploitation and to the right to access to justice, which 
impacts matters of criminal justice.42 These are all issue areas the Third Committee engages with and 
strongly relate to the area of social affairs.43 The General Assembly is also highly engaged in the 
implementation of the SDGs as it is arranges the United Nations High-level Political Forum on 
Sustainable Development (HLPF) together with the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC).44 The 
HLPF consists of ministers or heads of state or government of Member States serves as the main United 
Nations platform to follow-up and review the 2030 Agenda.45 
 
The Third Committee does not focus on operative tasks, but on policy recommendations, and primarily 
works through the initiation of studies and the creation of nonbinding recommendations.46 Studies are 
then carried out by relevant bodies, like OHCHR and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC).47 Its work is of normative nature as it does not carry out operations, field work, or tasks called 
for in the committee’s resolutions.48 Policy recommendations are primarily delegated to the various 
agencies and offices of the UN Secretariat.49 For example, for the agenda item on refugees, returnees, 
and displaced persons, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees has prepared a report for 
the Third Committee’s 75th session and the Secretary-General submitted a report on Assistance to 
refugees, returnees and displaced persons in Africa.50 The Third Committee can also call for conferences 
to highlight certain issues, with a notable recurring example being the World Conference on Women, 
originating from the Third Committee resolution 3276 (XXIX) in 1974.51 Additionally, the Third Committee 
examines the reports of the Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council.52 The Special Procedures 
are independent human rights experts with mandates to report and advise from a thematic or country-
specific perspective.53 For example, in its 74th session, the Third Committee heard from the Special 
Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, who raised special concern about the killing 
of activists and journalists such as the Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi and urged the United Nations to 
put in place independent accountability mechanisms to stop such killings.54 

 

39 UN OHCHR, Fact Sheet No. 2 (Rev.1), The International Bill of Human Rights, 1966; UN General Assembly, 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (A/RES/2200 (XXI)), 1966; UN General Assembly, 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (A/RES/2200 (XXI)), 1966. 

40 UN OHCHR, Fact Sheet No. 2 (Rev.1), The International Bill of Human Rights, 1966; UN OHCHR, Universal 
Human Rights Instruments, 2019. 

41 UNRIC, UNRIC Library Backgrounder: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 2019. 
42 UN OHCHR, Summary Table on the Linkages Between the SDGs and Relevant International Human Rights 

Instruments. 
43 UN General Assembly, Third Committee, 2020. 
44 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, High-Level Political Forum, 2020. 
45 Ibid. 
46 UN General Assembly, Functions and Powers of the General Assembly, 2019. 
47 UN General Assembly, Organization of the work of the Third Committee: Note by the Secretariat (A/C.3/72/L.1), 

2017. 
48 UN General Assembly, Functions and Powers of the General Assembly, 2019. 
49 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the UN, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General 

Assembly, 2011, p. 65; UN OHCHR, Human Rights – New York: Mainstreaming Human Rights, 2019. 
50 UN General Assembly, Documents per Agenda Item – 75th session, 2019. 
51 UN General Assembly, Conference of the International Women’s Year (XXIX) (A/RES/29/3276), 1974; UN-Women, 

World Conferences on Women, 2019. 
52 UN General Assembly, Third Committee, 2020.  
53 OHCHR, Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council, 2020. 
54 UN DGC, Amid Rising Nationalism, Global Leaders Call for Unity to Tackle Climate Emergency, Poverty, 

Extremism, at Opening of Seventy-Fourth General Assembly Session, 2020. 
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Recent Sessions and Current Priorities 

The Third Committee conducted its 74rd session in October and November 2019, which was chaired by 
Luxembourg.55 The committee adopted a total of 62 draft resolutions and decisions, of which 21 required 
a vote whilst all others were adopted by consensus.56 The 74th session of the General Assembly noted a 
global rise in nationalism and zero-sum geopolitics and this was reflected in the Committee’s work.57 One 
of the most intensely contested debates centered on draft resolution General Assembly 74/395 Promotion 
and protection of the rights of children (2019), that was adopted by consensus but only after two 
amendments brought in by the United States, which aimed to remove language pertaining to reproductive 
health care, were rejected.58 The United States also criticized a draft resolution that intended to foster a 
more effective international response to enforced displacement by UNHCR, as they objected to a clause 
of the draft resolution that expressed concern over arbitrary detention of refugees by state authorities.59  
 
The closest vote of the 74th session of the Third Committee was recorded on General Assembly draft 
resolution 74/401 Countering the use of information and communications technologies for criminal 
purposes (2019), which was adopted with 88 Member States in favor and 58 against.60 The draft 
resolution was presented by the Russian Federation and established an open-ended ad hoc 
intergovernmental committee of experts to elaborate an international convention on combating the use of 
new technologies for criminal purposes.61 The opposition to the draft was led by the United States, the 
European Union, Canada, and Australia, who argued that a new treaty would be redundant to several 
existing global tools such as the Budapest Convention on Cybercrime (2004) and the ongoing work of the 
Vienna-based open-ended intergovernmental expert group meeting on cybercrime already exist.62 Other 
notable decisions made by the Third Committee include the passage of a draft that establishes 18 
September as International Equal Pay Day, which was observed for the first time in 2020.63 The 
representative from Iceland, who introduced the text, announced that the Day is aimed to support 
reducing the gender pay gap, which remains at 20%.64 
 
As a majority of debates under the GA3 mandate center on human rights issues, the means of best 
addressing these issues in the UN system has become a prominent topic of debate in the Third 
Committee.65 As part of this ongoing debate, delates are asking whether resolutions on the human rights 
situation within single Member States are sufficient to address human rights issues.66 Nevertheless, 
during the 74th session, five country-specific resolutions were adopted despite the opposition of some 

 

55 Ibid. 
56 UN General Assembly, Third Committee, List of proposals contained in the reports of the Third Committee for 

consideration by the General Assembly (A/C.3/74/INF/1), 2019.  
57 UN DGC, Amid Rising Nationalism, Global Leaders Call for Unity to Tackle Climate Emergency, Poverty, 

Extremism, at Opening of Seventy-Fourth General Assembly Session, 2020. 
58 UN General Assembly, Department of Public Information, Concluding Session, Third Committee Sends 17 Drafts to 

General Assembly as Delegates Joust over Language on Sexual, Reproductive Health, Rights, 2019. 
59 UN DGC, Amid Rising Nationalism, Global Leaders Call for Unity to Tackle Climate Emergency, Poverty, 

Extremism, at Opening of Seventy-Fourth General Assembly Session, 2020. 
60 UN General Assembly, Third Committee, List of proposals contained in the reports of the Third Committee for 

consideration by the General Assembly (A/C.3/74/INF/1), 2019; UN General Assembly, Third Committee, 
Countering the use of information and communications technologies for criminal purposes (A/74/401), 2019. 

61 UN DGC, Third Committee Passes 15 Draft Resolutions on Child Rights, Rural Women, with Divisions over Sexual, 
Reproductive Health Care Chipping Away at Consensus, 2019. 

62 Ibid. 
63 UN DGC, Amid Rising Nationalism, Global Leaders Call for Unity to Tackle Climate Emergency, Poverty, 

Extremism, at Opening of Seventy-Fourth General Assembly Session, 2020. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Universal Rights Group, Sibling Rivalry? Measuring and Understanding the Uneasy Relationship Between the 

Human Rights Council and the Third Committee of the GA, 2017. 
66 International Service for Human Rights, Third Committee of the United Nations General Assembly: A Practical 

Guide for NGOs, 2017, p. 21; Universal Rights Group, Sibling Rivalry? Measuring and Understanding the 
Uneasy Relationship Between the Human Rights Council and the Third Committee of the GA, 2017. 
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Member States, which reject country-specific mandates as inherently politicized.67 The high degree of 
overlap can be traced back to the HRC being established as a subsidiary organ instead of a main body, 
leading to a contentious hierarchy between both bodies.68 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has not only affected how the General Assembly Third Committee conducts its 
75th session but it also impacted nearly every issue area on its agenda.69 The report of the Special 
Rapporteur on the rights of persons with disabilities describes how the pandemic is increasing already 
existing inequalities because persons with disabilities are not only among the most vulnerable people to 
be infected with SARS-CoV-2 but also suffer immensely from the pandemic-induced closure of social care 
institutions.70 The Special Rapporteur on the right to education in her report outlined how the Covid-19 
crisis has added a new layer of exclusion as school closures especially affected poorer and otherwise 
disadvantaged children and schools with insufficient access to water and sanitation.71 The Special 
Rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons devoted an entire chapter of her annual 
report on the direct and indirect impacts of the pandemic, which include movement restrictions, 
heightened risk of infection in crowded camps, and increased discrimination and hostility by host 
communities fearing that displaced persons might carry the disease.72 Beyond human rights, the 
pandemic also impacts the social development part of the Third Committee’s mandate as the pandemic 
and resulting lockdown measures have resulted in a collapse in economic activity, which threatens the 
livelihood of millions of people.73   

Conclusion 

The Third Committee continues to have a central role in the UN as it provides an overarching forum of 
discussion for a wide variety of social, humanitarian, and cultural issues, and is the largest representative 
body for human right and humanitarian norms.74 Particularly within the context of the adoption of the 
SDGs, the Third Committee’s work continues to be integral to improving human rights situations around 
the world.75 The General Assembly Third Committee’s 75th session reflects the importance of human 
rights agenda items for the committee.76 The Covid-19 pandemic and its effect on all aspects of human 
life will run through the discussions of nearly all agenda items, including the rights of children, of persons 
with disabilities, indigenous people, and displaced persons.77 Moreover, the committee will extensively 
address the human rights situation in specific countries.78  
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with the work of the Third Committee, and how it falls in the overall General Assembly 
and United Nations architecture. 

Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations. (2017). The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to 
the United Nations General Assembly. Retrieved 20 August 2020 from: 
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I. Rights of Indigenous People 

Introduction 

There are currently 370 million indigenous peoples globally, belonging to 5,000 different groups, in 90 
countries, which account for roughly 5% of the global population, however these groups also comprise 
roughly 15% of the world’s impoverished populations.79 According to the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), indigenous peoples often have their rights violated and 
ignored, including attempts to reduce cultural preservation, land seizure and relocation, cultural 
marginalization, or violation of basic human rights.80 COVID-19 has exposed existing inequalities and 
injustices and fatality rates have been highest among marginalized groups including indigenous people.81 
 
Considering the diversity of indigenous peoples, an official definition of “indigenous” has not been 
adopted by the UN-system.82 Instead the system has identified indigenous groups based on the following 
characteristics: self-identification as indigenous peoples and acceptance by the indigenous community as 
their member; historical continuity with pre-colonial societies; strong link to territories and surrounding 
natural resources; distinct social, economic or political systems; distinct language, culture and beliefs; 
resolve to maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and systems as distinctive peoples and 
communities.83 The specific rights of indigenous peoples are primarily outlined in the 2007 United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) indigenous people are entitled to the same 
rights as all other people globally.84 The international community has begun to increasingly recognize and 
understand their distinct cultural diversity, and the need to ensure that their specific rights and needs are 
met.85 Even though some progress has been made in having indigenous persons’ voices heard both on a 
national and an international level, the need to maintain indigenous rights remains pressing.86 Still, 
indigenous people continue to face high levels of social, political, and economic discrimination, coming 
from centuries of exploitation and domination.87 

International and Regional Framework 

Adopted in 1957 by the International Labour Organization (ILO), the Convention 107 on Indigenous and 
Tribal Populations was the primary foundational document providing for the protection of and integration 
mechanisms for indigenous peoples; however it only focused on integrating indigenous peoples into 
existing groups of people, rather than recognizing them as their own distinct group of people.88 In 1966, 
the General Assembly adopted two guiding framework documents on human rights: the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which both focused on self-determination, and outlined the rights granted to all 
peoples.89 Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (1989) further replaced Convention 107 to 

 

79 Cultural Survival, The Issues, 2018; Asia Pacific Forum of National Human Rights Institutions & UN OHCHR, The 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: A Manual for National Human Rights 
Institutions, 2013. 

80 Asia Pacific Forum of National Human Rights Institutions & UN OHCHR, The United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples: A Manual for National Human Rights Institutions, 2013; UN DESA, 
Indigenous peoples’ collective rights to lands, territories and resources, 2018. 

81 UN DESA, Sustainable Development Goals Report, 2020. 
82 UNPFII, Who are indigenous peoples?, 2019.  
83 UN DESA, Culture, 2019. 
84 UN General Assembly, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (A/RES/61/295), 2007. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Asia Pacific Forum of National Human Rights Institutions & UN OHCHR, The United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples: A Manual for National Human Rights Institutions, 2013. 
87 UN General Assembly, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (A/RES/61/295), 2007; UN 

DESA, State of the World’s Indigenous Peoples: Education, 2017, p. 3. 
88 ILO, Indigenous and Tribal Populations Convention, 1957 (No. 107), 1957. 
89 UN General Assembly, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (A/RES/2200 (XXI)), 1966; UN General 
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ensure protection mechanisms were in place to reduce marginalization against indigenous peoples.90 
Convention 169 recognized the rights of indigenous peoples, outlining that they were entitled to the same 
rights as the rest of humanity, as well as establishing specific rights of indigenous peoples such as 
cultural preservation and language.91  
 
Following discussions within the Human Rights Council (HRC), the General Assembly officially adopted 
UNDRIP in 2007 as the first document to fully outline the rights of indigenous peoples.92 While UNDRIP 
focuses on reaffirming many of the rights outlined in other documents such as the Charter of the United 
Nations (1945), ICCPR, and ICESCR, it also established additional rights, such as the right to not be 
forced into assimilation, the right to language and cultural preservation, the rights to indigenous peoples’ 
own forms of education and media, and protection of their land and resources.93 Culture is also 
determined as a right through UNDRIP and as a key aspect of indigenous identity, and is specifically 
noted in articles 8, 11, 14, 15, and 31.94 In 2010, the UN General Assembly established the “World 
Conference on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,” which was held in 2014 to further advance the ideals 
set forth in UNDRIP.95 The conference reaffirmed the international community’s commitment to UNDRIP 
and the rights of indigenous peoples, including placing specific importance on the rights of marginalized 
peoples within indigenous groups, as well as health, education, and the role of women and youth in 
indigenous leadership.96 As an outcome of the World Conference, it was recommended that a UN 
System-Wide Action Plan (UN-SWAP) be created to ensure the rights of indigenous peoples as outlined 
in UNDRIP are fully considered in the UN system, for example through the conduction of a high-level 
awareness-raising initiative.97 To further support the relationship between indigenous rights and the 
environment, the Paris Agreement was adopted in 2016 as a global convention working to reduce the 
effects of climate change, as part of the larger United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) (1992).98 The Paris Agreement specifically highlighted importance of indigenous rights and 
the importance of indigenous peoples' knowledge in adapting to and reducing the effects of climate 
change.99 

Role of the International System 

The General Assembly Third Committee continues to highlight the importance of indigenous rights and 
issues including reiterating the importance of UNDRIP, and emphasizing the significance of culture, 
language, and indigenous livelihoods.100 The General Assembly has previously discussed indigenous 
issues more generally, however in 1992, specific discussion on the issue gained significant traction when 
the “International Decade on the World’s Indigenous Peoples” (1995-2004) was declared.101 The decade 
saw the growth of funding for indigenous activities, human rights protection, and integration of indigenous 
issues within the UN system.102 The decade also saw the creation of programs within the UN system that 
promote indigenous activities and rights, and also identified that additional in-country work needs to be 

 

90 ILO, Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169), 1989. 
91 Ibid. 
92 UN General Assembly, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (A/RES/61/295), 2007. 
93 Ibid. 
94 Ibid.. 
95 UN General Assembly, Indigenous Issues (A/RES/65/198), 2010. 
96 UN General Assembly, Outcome document of the High-Level Plenary Meeting of the General Assembly known as 

the World Conference on Indigenous Peoples (A/RES/69/2), 2014. 
97 UN ECOSOC, System-wide Action Plan for Ensuring a Coherent Approach to Achieving the Ends of the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (E/C.19/2016/5), 2016. 
98 COP 21, Paris Agreement, 2016. 
99 Ibid. 
100 UN General Assembly, Rights of Indigenous Peoples (A/RES/73/156), 2019 
101 UN DESA, UN General Assembly Resolutions and Discussion on Indigenous peoples, 2019. 
102 UN ECOSOC, Report of the Secretary-General on the Preliminary Review by the Coordinator of the International 
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conducted to improve the rights of indigenous peoples.103 In 2016, the General Assembly discussed the 
creation of “The International Year of Indigenous Languages” to be held in 2019, and partnerships with 
the World Health Organization (WHO), United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and other UN 
organizations in mitigating the prevalence of suicide amongst indigenous youth.104 During the seventy-
third session, the General Assembly discussed the inclusion of indigenous rights when integrating the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda) (2015), and increased action required to 
prevent and eliminate violence against indigenous peoples, specifically marginalized groups.105 
 
Reporting to the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 
(UNPFII), is a high-level advisory body established in 2000 that deals with indigenous issues on 
“economic and social development, culture, the environment, education, health, and human rights issues” 
by providing advice and recommendations, raising awareness, and promoting UNDRIP.106 In past 
sessions, the UNPFII has discussed recommendations on climate change (2008), indigenous culture and 
identity (2010), good governance as it relates to UNDRIP (2014), and collective land rights (2018).107 
Created by the HRC in 2007, the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples works directly 
with indigenous peoples, civil society, intergovernmental organization, and academia, to provide expertise 
and guidance on the rights of indigenous peoples.108 At the twelfth session of the Expert Mechanism in 
2019, discussions took place regarding recognition, repatriation and reconciliation, migration, and 
indigenous women in power.109 The main conclusions were that UNDRIP itself is an instrument to pursue 
recognition, reparations and reconciliation, by recognizing the urgent need to respect and promote the 
inherent rights of indigenous peoples which derive from their political, economic and social structures.110 
Another conclusion was, that any process of reparation and reconciliation must be approached from an 
indigenous perspective, taking into account cultural specificities, including the spiritual connection of 
indigenous peoples to their lands, their traditions related to identifying and healing injuries and their right 
to participate fully and effectively in decision-making.111 Lastly, that recognition of the right of indigenous 
peoples to self-determination, their rights to autonomy and political participation, their claims to their lands 
and the recognition of indigenous juridical systems and customary laws should be considered an 
essential part of recognition, reparation and reconciliation.112 
 
The Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is mandated to guide policy and legislative 
change based on expertise to the Human Rights Council through best practices, research, studies, and 
recommendations.113 After the 2014 World Conference, the Expert Mechanism also began producing an 
annual report on the status of the rights of indigenous peoples worldwide.114 The 2019 report, the latest 
documentation, notes that the UNDRIP negotiations and the 2014 World Conference on Indigenous 
Peoples proved the importance and inextricability of participatory rights and substantive outcomes.115 
Reporting to the Human Rights Council, the Commission on Human Rights, and the General Assembly, 
Victoria Tauli Corpuz, the current Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, appointed in 
2014, works to establish ways for indigenous peoples to overcome obstacles for protection of their rights, 
review alleged violations of indigenous rights, provide recommendations on improving indigenous rights, 
and coordinate with other relevant indigenous bodies, while simultaneously working in collaboration with 
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the UNPFII.116 Outside of the UN framework, the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs works to 
empower indigenous populations as well as give input into the development of the UNPFII and support 
related NGOs.117 These include the Center for World Indigenous Studies, which has been responsible for 
helping draft 27 laws and regulations, and the World Rainforest Movement, which works to protect the 
rights of indigenous peoples whose traditional lands are forested.118 Due to COVID-19 many programs 
helping indigenous people, mostly in the education sector, had to be paused and it is unclear when and if 
they will proceed.119 

Indigenous People and COVID-19 

COVID-19 presents a new threat to the health and survival of indigenous peoples, which fall into the most 
vulnerable health category in nearly all Member States.120 They experience significantly higher rates of 
communicable and non-communicable diseases, high mortality rates and lower life expectancies.121 
Indigenous peoples are more vulnerable to COVID-19 due to malnutrition and undernutrition, poor access 
to sanitation, lack of clean water, and inadequate medical services.122 Additionally, indigenous peoples 
often experience a disproportionate stigma in healthcare, including stereotyping and inconsistent access 
to therapeutics, thus creating additional barriers to care.123 In many cases, data on rates of infections 
among indigenous peoples are often not available, with infections not being recorded by ethnicity, 
although data indicate a rising number of COVID-19 infections and high mortality rates among vulnerable 
groups.124  
 
Indigenous peoples often fall outside of existing support and healthcare systems, and as pandemic 
lockdowns continue, marginalized groups such as indigenous peoples who have already lost their 
traditional lands and territories, may also now face additional financial pressures.125 In one example,  the 
Maasai of Kenya have had their livestock and pastoral production systems significantly affected reducing 
their economic capacity.126 Many indigenous peoples also work in the informal economy, such as in 
markets, handicrafts, tourism, and seasonal work, which are often neither taxed nor monitored and have 
been significantly impacted by the pandemic.127 The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
(DESA) has made several recommendations designed to respond to this challenge, most notably to 
include indigenous leaders in both the response and reconstruction activities.128 
 
Indigenous peoples are seeking their own solutions to this pandemic.129 They are taking action, and using 
traditional knowledge and practices such as voluntary isolation, and sealing off their territories, as well as 
preventive measures, by their own means.130 For example, indigenous people in the province of Quebec, 
Canada, are using traditional medicine such as herbal tea made with cedar leaves to help stave off 
COVID-19 infections or the Mbya-Guarani indigenous leaders in Paraguay are sharing their traditional 
knowledge on how to produce natural and homemade disinfectants.131 Indigenous peoples are three 
times more likely to be living in extreme poverty, making access to food and medicines or treatment 
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harder, and making it harder to sustain themselves whilst they are unable to work.132 UN DESA has 
highlighted the importance of ensuring accessible clean water sources in order for these solutions to be 
viable.133 

Indigenous Peoples and Human Rights 

Indigenous Self-Determination 
Indigenous peoples' right to self-determination confirms their ability to have control over their land, natural 
resources, or environment, as well as effects on health, social issues, and education.134 Indigenous 
peoples regard self-determination as a fundamental and inherent right and as a prerequisite for the full 
achievement of human rights.135 However, many indigenous peoples who experience multigenerational 
trauma from past colonial practices such as residential schools, cultural repression, and assimilation often 
experience challenges like marginalization, low quality education, and poverty, which impact indigenous 
peoples ability to achieve full self-determination.136 As outlined in the 2009 State of the World’s 
Indigenous Peoples report, these challenges can lead to various systemic social challenges such as 
increased rates of high-risk behaviors, which inhibit their ability to achieve self-determination or social 
advancement.137 In recent years, various indigenous actors have worked to increase indigenous 
representation politically for example in the New Zealand Parliament, which has dedicated specific seats 
for the Maori peoples, based on the population eligible for voting.138 Further, Burundi has assigned six 
seats for the Batwa peoples in their National Assembly and Senate; and the Parliament of India 
designated seats for indigenous tribes as stated in the Indian Constitution.139  

Gender equality in indigenous communities  
While indigenous women are entitled to the same rights as men under international human rights 
standards, indigenous women continue to face additional obstacles towards equality.140 Additionally, 
indigenous women are recognized as playing a key role in improving, maintaining, preserving, and 
passing down cultural knowledge and language.141 The UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) 
identified the importance of respecting traditional knowledge of indigenous women, including their rights 
and contributions to social, economic, political, cultural, and environmental advancement and 
protection.142 However, because indigenous women often deal with multiple levels of discrimination, they 
face disproportionate levels of poverty, health issues, reduced educational opportunities, and hindered 
economic prosperity.143 Indigenous women also continue to face marginalization and violence, and 
adequate laws protecting the traditional knowledge that women possess are lacking, which impacts the 
ability for multi-generational knowledge transmission.144 COVID-19 has heightened this challenge, as 
social distancing and increased stress on support systems has diminished the number of opportunities for 
indigenous women to escape domestic violence.145 
 
The Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, Dubravka Šimonović, stated that indigenous 
women in Canada, for example, face a multitude of systemic challenges, like poverty and marginalization, 
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and that existing social protection measures are not sufficient for indigenous peoples, particularly 
indigenous women.146 In the Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(2015), the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples identified that overall challenges for 
meeting indigenous women’s rights globally included existing monitoring systems being ineffective, lack 
of data, progressive economic policies, and social stigma to be some of the largest contributing factors.147 

Conclusion 

The General Assembly Third Committee plays a critical role in ensuring the issues of indigenous 
marginalization are addressed, and indigenous rights continue to be met.148 Culture, language, and 
traditional knowledge are just a few of the important rights indigenous people are entitled to as outlined in 
UNDRIP.149 With institutions like UNPFII, the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
and UNDRIP, there are increasing avenues available for discussing and reaffirming the rights of 
indigenous peoples.150 Despite the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic is disproportionately affecting 
indigenous peoples, the reaction of states to addressing this disproportionate impact, the underlying 
structural inequalities, and pervasive discrimination facing indigenous communities has varied greatly, 
from targeted support to failure to adopt any specific policies.151 

Further Research 

When researching this topic further, delegates should be guided by the following questions: How can the 
rights of indigenous peoples be further implemented and achieved within Member States? How can the 
voices and opinions of indigenous peoples be better represented at the local, national, and regional 
levels? How can indigenous peoples better preserve their culture within non-indigenous political and 
social systems? Through which methods can traditional knowledge such as language and cultural 
practices continue to be preserved? What can be better done to achieve indigenous human rights? How 
can women and youth play a larger role in ensuring the achievement of indigenous rights? How can the 
UN support the rights and political representation of indigenous women? How can indigenous peoples be 
protected against COVID-19 and its following consequences without harming their cultures and 
traditions?  
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II. Empowering Conflict-Affected Children and Youth 

Introduction 

With more than 50 ongoing armed conflicts worldwide, 1.8 billion young people currently live in conflict-
affected areas, representing over 20% of the global youth population.152 The United Nations (UN) 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (1990) defines a child as anyone under the age of 18, and 
youth as 18-24, though in some cases up to 30 years old without prejudice to definitions by individual 
Member States.153 Children and adolescents are vulnerable by nature, and in the case of conflict, young 
people are even more critically vulnerable than others.154 The COVID-19 pandemic has created greater 
vulnerability as crucial services for young people have been closed or made inaccessible because of 
public health risks.155 Healthcare systems in conflict settings, which are already overstretched, have been 
more so as a result of the pandemic, making them increasingly inaccessible to vulnerable groups such as 
children.156 The pandemic has also led to school closures, which makes children more likely to coerced 
into becoming active participants in violent conflicts.157 In addition to the pandemic, children and youth 
tend to be the main civilian casualties of armed conflict because they are under the age of legal 
independence.158 The Security Council Working Group on Children and Armed Conflict identifies six 
grave violations against children in conflict, including: recruitment and use of children in conflict; killing 
and maiming of children; rape and sexual violence, particularly of girl children; attacks on schools and 
hospitals; abduction of children; and denial of humanitarian services access.159 More than 170,000 grave 
violations against children in conflict have been identified since 2010, tripling in frequency since the 
decade began and occurring at the greatest rate since records were kept.160 Despite knowing of these 
grave violations, violence against children in conflict is underreported making the scale of this public 
health crisis difficult to truly know.161 In 2018 there were grave violations in 64 conflict settings from 55 
non-state and nine state actors in 14 countries, displaying the global nature of this challenge.162 
 
Conflict is defined as a perceived divergence in interest between two or more parties, while violent conflict 
involves actions taken to inflict physical or psychological damage on individuals or groups.163 The UN 
Global Compact broadly determines that conflict areas are those experiencing high levels of armed 
violence, and political or social instability; where there are serious concerns about abuses of human rights 
and political and civil liberties; and where there is violent conflict, including interstate and civil war.164 The 
UN and General Assembly Third Committee, supported by the international community, has put in 
substantial effort to develop the global standards on protecting children in armed conflict, supporting 
reintegration programs, and conducting activities to mainstream children’s rights.165 However, with the 
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increasing number of violations of human rights in areas of conflict, the third committee has noted a need 
to further empower and support conflict-affected children and youth.166 

International and Regional Framework 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948), the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966), and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR) (1966) laid the foundation for the global protection of the rights of children and youth.167 Article 
25 of the UDHR recognizes that children are vulnerable persons who should be provided special care and 
specific rights, while article 10 of ICESCR proclaimed that children and young people should be protected 
from economic and social exploitation to participate fully in their communities.168 ICCPR also provides a 
framework of administrative, judicial, and legislative measures for protecting the rights and dignity of each 
individual, including children.169 Specifically, article 24 of ICCPR states that children should not be 
discriminated against based on race, color, gender, or national origin, and should enjoy the right to 
protection, which is particularly relevant in conflict-affected areas.170 
 
In 1965, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Promotion among Youth of the Ideals 
of Peace, Mutual Respect and Understanding between Peoples.171 It introduced six principles on 
empowerment of youth, including human rights, education, dignity, cultural exchanges, role of youth 
organizations, and the family.172 This document became the first legal instrument on mainstreaming the 
empowerment of young people worldwide, and provides a key piece to the framework for children’s rights 
globally.173 
 
The CRC continues to provide the key framework on children’s rights internationally.174 According to the 
CRC, empowering children includes learning about human rights through education (articles 28 and 29), 
creating conditions for children to be able to express their views freely (articles 12 and 13) and engaging 
into social and political life of their communities (article 15).175 Since armed conflicts often interrupt 
activities of social institutions, cause displacement of people, and undermine the state protection system 
of human rights, violence against children and youth is increasing.176 Articles 38 and 39 of CRC refer to 
children in armed conflicts and require states to promote physical and psychological recovery of conflict-
affected children.177 The CRC launched the process of enhancing the environment and the social setting 
of the affected population.178 Currently 196 countries are party to the treaty, including every Member State 
of the United Nations, except the United States, and four observer parties, making it a powerful document 
ensuring children’s rights.179 
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Additional documents further support the work of the CRC, including the UN Declaration on the Protection 
of Women and Children in Emergency and Armed Conflict (1972), which recognized women and children 
as the most vulnerable members of the population and noted that they must be subject to specific 
protection in times of armed conflict.180 Provisions in the First Additional Protocol to the Geneva 
Conventions (1977) enshrined the global framework to prevent children from taking a direct part in 
hostilities.181 Article 77 of this Protocol proclaims that in conflict areas children should be respected and 
protected from violence, and should not be recruited into armed forces.182 Article 78 further prevents 
international displacement of children by prohibiting the evacuation of children to foreign countries by 
people that do not share the same nationality as them.183 
 
To establish the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015), the General Assembly adopted 
resolution 70/127 (2015), which created the current global framework for development, peace and 
security, and human rights.184 The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), established in the 2030 
Agenda, are 17 goals to ensure global economic prosperity and equality.185 The 2030 Agenda reiterated 
several key issues of importance to children and youth, including emphasizing access to services and 
opportunities to improve capacity building skills, employability and entrepreneurial development of the 
young population.186 In particular, SDG 3 (good health and well-being), SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 8 
(decent work and economic growth), and SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) aim to address 
issues related to the lack of education and employment of disadvantaged societies, ensure availability of 
social infrastructure in the conflict areas, and increase the voice of children and youth within their 
communities.187 
 
The first guidelines for Member States to ensure the rights of young people and enhance their role in 
society was introduced by the UN General Assembly in 1995, when its resolution 50/81 adopted the 
“World Programme of Action for Youth” (WPAY).188 WPAY recommended Member States to work within 
the framework of fifteen youth priority areas, such as education, employment, women empowerment, 
participation, and intergenerational issues in armed conflict.189 Priorities set in the WPAY impacted 
national plans, priorities and laws, as well as contributed to the development of the multi-level 
mechanisms for consultation, mainstreaming, coordination, monitoring and evaluation of the national 
initiatives.190 The Programme contributed to the system of communication and cooperation between 
national, regional and international actors on the empowerment of youth.191 
 
More recent key framework documents establishing children’s rights include the Buenos Aires Declaration 
on Child Labor, Forced Labor and Youth Employment, which was adopted at the IV Global Conference on 
the Sustained Eradication of Child Labor in 2017, and first called upon the international community to 
conduct research on child labor and forced labor in the context of armed conflict, emphasizing high risk 
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sectors and support capacity building measures.192 The Declaration also encourages Member States to 
strengthen activities to eradicate child labor in crisis situations arising from conflicts.193 

Role of the International System 

Within the UN system, the General Assembly Third Committee shapes global policies on human rights, 
social issues, and humanitarian affairs, and specifically supports the efforts of Member States in 
protecting and empowering conflict-affected children and youth.194 Since 2015, each UN General 
Assembly Third Committee session included items devoted to the rights of the child, empowerment of 
youth, protection of victims of armed conflicts, and rights of the girl child.195 In its most recent resolution 
73/155 (2018) on the “Rights of the Child,” the General Assembly expressed deep concern that as a 
result of armed conflicts in many parts of the world, the status of the rights of children and youth remains 
critical.196 It also calls upon Member States to respect and promote the right of girls and boys; to involve 
children, including children with disabilities, in decision-making processes; and to support children’s 
organizations and child-led initiatives.197 
 
The Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG) for Children and Armed Conflict, whose 
current holder is Virginia Gamba, promotes the protection of children impacted by armed conflict.198 In the 
2020 Report of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict on 
Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Children , the SRSG outlined key aspects of ensuring the rights 
of children in armed conflict, highlighted that grave violations against children in conflict have steeply 
risen in the past year.199 Though the report also notes that COVID-19 has made it difficult to conduct 
reporting and verification missions, which has impacted the ability to get accurate reporting.200 Despite the 
pandemic, the SRSG has still identified that partnerships throughout the UN system can be successful in 
protecting youth in conflict.201 While recognizing the additional challenges which COVID-19 has created, 
the special representative’s report identifies that the work of supporting youth in conflict remains both 
crucial and attainable.202 
 
The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) sets out best practices to support Member States in developing their 
reintegration programs for children and youth following armed conflict.203 These programs involve 
psychosocial support, and education and training for the conflict-affected young people.204 Reintegration 
programs contribute to breaking the cycle of violence, reducing risk of recruitment of children and youth to 
the armed forces, and increasing resilience of communities.205 For example, UNICEF implements the 
“Armed Violence Prevention and Reduction Programme in nine countries of Latin America and the 
Caribbean.”206 This program aims to enhance community participation, public awareness and school-
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based initiatives for conflict-affected children and youth.207 Activities of UNICEF in conflict-affected areas 
encompass, among others, carrying out development of life skills programs for adolescents and 
establishing mediation centers for positive parenting and peaceful conflict resolution.208 
 
Relatedly, in 2016 the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) launched the “Youth Global 
Programme for Sustainable Development and Peace,” which focuses on addressing challenges faced by 
young people worldwide by improving capacities to enhance youth empowerment at different levels.209 
The Programme contributed to the implementation of the “UNDP Youth Strategy 2014-2017 ‘Empowered 
Youth, Sustainable Future’” (2013) by providing recommendations for the strategic engagement of young 
people and relevant actors in promoting youth empowerment globally.210 The Strategy encourages 
supporting capacity development of youth organizations, engaging youth-related questions in all spheres 
of development planning, and supporting national youth policy development and implementation 
activities.211 
 
The work of the UN is also supported at the regional level, where Intergovernmental-Organizations (IGOs) 
such as the European Union (EU) and the African Union (AU), among others, can help set norms and 
standards for protecting the rights of children and youth.212 In the 1990 African Charter on the Rights and 
Welfare of the Child adopted by the African Union, articles 7-11 established a regional framework on 
ensuring their freedom of expression and association, freedom of thought, protection of privacy and the 
right to education, while the article 22 contains provisions on protecting children in armed conflicts.213 
 
Supporting the work of the UN and regional bodies, Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) advocate for the 
empowerment of children and youth, including Search for Common Ground (SFCG).214 The work of 
SFCG is funded by a number of foundations, corporations, governments, and UN bodies, such as 
UNICEF, the World Bank, the UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN-
Women), and the International Organization for Migration (IOM).215 SFCG implements programs by using 
the media, policy, education, and action-focused programming to enable children and youth to transform 
their communities and be recognized as peacemakers.216 

Empowering Children and Youth in Post-Conflict Decision-Making 

A key right of young people, as outlined in Security Council Resolution 2250 (2015), is that of political 
representation and civil empowerment.217 This is considered not just a right, but an important aspect of 
post-conflict rebuilding as developing trust between young people and governments is crucial for creating 
resilient institutions.218 However, as stated in the 2018 Report of the Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict on Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Children, 
in addition to social and gender disparity between youth, many children and youth feel disempowered 
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over their post-conflict future representing a trust gap between institutions and young people.219 The 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child also specifies that many adults do not consider 
children as human rights defenders and do not believe in their capacities, which creates one of the 
fundamental obstacles to the empowerment of children and youth.220 Additionally, in many societies, 
children and youth are not allowed to speak politically or vote, as they are still viewed as legal minors, 
which can lead to less investment in political processes and post-conflict rebuilding.221 For this reason, 
states will often prioritize child protection frameworks, over child empowerment programs.222 
 
CSOs such as the Global Partnership for Children and Youth in Peacebuilding have noted that 
empowering children and youth provides an opportunity to express their influence on political and social 
decisions that impact them, learn new skills, and develop a closer connection to their community, and it 
gives them increased autonomy by being involved in decision-making.223 Empowered children are also 
more likely to have the ability to respond appropriately to risks by becoming active citizens, and support 
positive change towards a violence-free environment through stopping cycles of violence.224 Additionally, 
when children belong to peer-led local organizations such as those at school, religious and cultural 
organizations, or community groups, they are more likely to build awareness of the risks of violence, and 
increase their ability to provide peer-support to others at risk.225 Such organizations have the ability to 
conduct training on child rights, sexuality and reproductive health education, communication and 
negotiation skills, and gender equity.226 However, the application of programming and policy for children’s 
empowerment can also be expanded to include training and opportunities for political and civic life at all 
levels, including electoral activities, participation in government and non-governmental decision-making, 
building skills and capacities for governing and carrying out civil service functions, participation in village 
child protection committees to prevent and respond to violence; government accountability and 
information.227 
 
Some national laws and policies have been adapted to align with the CRC and UN recommendations on 
children’s empowerment. 228 For example, Nepal, who is recovering from armed conflict, adopted legal 
and policy frameworks in 2011 that support the participation of disadvantaged children and youth, and 
their representation in decision-making processes concerning them.229 Nepal’s Child Friendly Local 
Governance National Strategy (2010) contains indicators ensuring children aged 12 to 18 years 
participate in the decision-making processes of local bodies through the development of institutional 
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participation mechanisms, such as child club networks.230 In addition, the National Youth Policy (2010) in 
Nepal covers women, men, and third gender persons aged between 16 and 40 years, and establishes a 
full range of rights, including the right to livelihood, education, health, family welfare, employment, and 
social security, and to participation, empowerment, and leadership opportunities.231 While policies such as 
these, and the work of bodies such as the Tunisian Youth Leadership Council, represent excellent 
progress towards empowering youth, some parents, community members, or local government officials 
remain unaware of relevant laws and policies, while there can also be insufficient implementation and 
monitoring of laws and policies due to the weak political process, especially at the local levels and where 
conflict has further weakened existing infrastructure.232 

Improving Employment Opportunities for Conflict-Affected Children and Youth 

Since the impact of armed conflict and violence on children and youth can include a wide range of 
psychological consequences, the reintegration of conflict-affected children and youth into society is an 
important stage of supporting these vulnerable groups.233 Often in armed conflict, children’s educational 
pathways are also interrupted, preventing them from participating in social interactions and opportunities 
for personal development.234 Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have noted that in conflict-affected 
societies, less than 1% of displaced youth have access to tertiary education, while young populations 
living in conflict-affected areas face increased difficulty with acquiring necessary personal and 
professional skills.235 Additionally, in conflict-affected areas the lack of employment opportunities for youth 
may become a reason or catalyst for a new round of violence.236 For example, thousands of unemployed 
urban youth contributed to the continued upheaval in the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste, which has 
been in the process of recovering from conflict since 2006.237  
 
Programs such as UNDP’s and the Department of Political Affairs’ “Joint Programme on Building National 
Capacities for Conflict Prevention (2013 – 2015)” have been highly effective in mitigating some of the 
long-term impacts of reskilling a reintegrating youth population.238 Having determined youth employment 
is a means of conflict prevention, the program focused on enhancing government capacities in generating 
youth employment, improving livelihoods, supporting contribution of youth in creating social enterprises, 
and expanding financial services to youth.239 Within the program, Youth Results Group provided critical 
input to governments, contributed to the National Youth Strategy, and facilitated the process of raising 
awareness on youth issues in Timor-Leste.240 
 
As another example of work being done to support re-integrating children and youth to employment post-
conflict, in partnership with the ING Group, a Europe-based global bank, UNICEF launched the “Power 
for Youth” project.241 This project aims to empower young people by providing them with the skills and 
tools they need to support them becoming future leaders, entrepreneurs, and participants in society.242 
Participating children and youth worked to improve their critical thinking, collaboration, and leadership 
skills to create a social change.243 The main focus of this project was to help adolescents develop into 
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problem-solvers, peacebuilders, and decision-makers in a variety of fields.244 Additionally, UNICEF and 
the Antonio Restrepo Barco Foundation supported the Government of Colombia in creating a multi-
purpose fund providing child and youth groups and organizations with crucial support to develop 
sustainable and income-generating projects in the post-conflict period.245 In a region highly affected by 
poverty and unemployment, these initiatives had a positive impact by supporting recycling and trash 
collection youth brigades, creating a playground for children with disabilities, creating music schools, and 
by offering economic opportunities for children and youth.246 

Conclusion 

As armed conflict continues to negatively impact already vulnerable children and youth, the UN has 
established a comprehensive framework to protect these populations and to support Member States in 
adhering to international human rights standards.247 The lack of empowered children and youth has 
continued to be an obstacle to building sustainable peace and helping societies holistically recover from 
armed conflict.248 Ways to increase the participation of conflict-affected children and youth have been 
widely discussed within the UN system, and the General Assembly Third Committee leads the 
international discourse on various approaches achieving rights of children and youth.249 The challenges 
being discussed have been amplified by the COVID-19 virus, and have created barriers to children 
accessing services.250 However, given the progress that still needs to be achieved, the international 
community continues to look to the General Assembly Third Committee to lead the conversation on, 
among other issues, opportunities of increasing employment opportunities, and expanding the 
participation of children and youth in the decision-making process.251 

Further Research 

In their research, delegates should look at how the General Assembly Third Committee can increase the 
participation of children and youth in activities related to peace processes, social and political aspects of 
their communities, and contributing to the sustainable peace and development. Delegates may consider 
ways of improving international legal instruments and measures to raise awareness on the rights of the 
conflict-affected children and youth, including: What is the role of adults in involving children in youth into 
the decision-making processes in the conflict-affected countries? How can the General Assembly Third 
Committee foster collaboration among Member States, international and regional organizations, the 
private sector, and civil society to increase the participation of children and youth in decision-making 
processes? What best practices of empowering conflict-affected children and youth can be shared among 
the various actors? How can children and youth be politically empowered and actively involved in post-
conflict processes? How can humanitarian services designed for youth in conflict be made more 
accessible considering the COVID-19 pandemic? How do other disparities, such as gender, ability, or 
cultural background, impact children’s access to existing post-conflict resources, and how can these 
disparities be mitigated through best practices? 
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United Nations, General Assembly, Seventy-second session & Security Council, Seventy-third year. 
(2018). Children and Armed Conflict: Report of the Secretary-General (A/72/865-S/2018/465). Retrieved 
16 August 2020 from: https://undocs.org/s/2018/465 

This report describes the current situation of children and armed conflict, emphasizing 
efforts made by the international community since 2017. The document will be useful for 
analyzing effectiveness of the UN’s response in preventing violations against children in 
the regional context. Delegates are advised to explore recommendations of the 
Secretary-General on strengthening global partnerships in promoting rights of children in 
armed conflict. It would also be helpful for delegates to understand which regions are 
marked with the highest risk of violence against children, as well as those states with 
significant progress left to achieve in protecting children. 

United Nations, General Assembly, Seventy-Fifth Session. (2020). Report of the Special Representative 
of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict (A/75/203). Retrieved 21 September 2020 from: 
http://undocs.org/a/75/203 

This report from the SRSG for Children and Armed Conflict details recent trends in grave 
violations against youth in conflict. It also highlights opportunities for improvement within 
the international system in addition to how COVID-19 has impacted you in conflict 
settings. It points to the key challenges which COVID-19 have created are increasingly 
limited access to humanitarian access making children more vulnerable to become actors 
in conflict and increasing the number of grave violations. Delegates should use this to 
understand what the most current situation as it relates to youth in armed conflict as 
being discussed in the UN system. 

United Nations, Human Rights Council, Thirty-fourth session. (2016). Annual Report of the Special 
Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict. Retrieved 16 August 2020 
from: https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/HRC/34/44&Lang=E&Area=UNDOC 

This report outlines key aspects of ensuring the rights of children in armed conflict, 
including addressing violations against children, the impact of conflict on girls, and 
reoccurring challenges related to the grave violations against children. Delegates are 
recommended to use this resource to understand the existing cooperation mechanisms 
between global and regional actors on protecting the rights of children, as well as to 
consider the Special Representative’s key recommendations on working with UN human 
rights mechanisms and regional organizations. Additionally, this resource will be helpful 
for delegates to learn about the current status of girls in armed conflict to find case 
studies on Afghanistan, Sudan, Colombia and Cuba, and Somalia. 

United Nations, Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed 
Conflict. (2016). 20 Years to Better Protect Children Affected by Conflict. Retrieved 16 August 2020 from: 
https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Twenty-Years-of-Work-Updated-
Booklet_web.pdf 

This report gives a comprehensive overview of the most significant international projects 
and legal instruments launched by the UN on protecting children affected by conflict since 
1996. This document will help delegates in understanding the complex approaches to 
protecting the rights of the child in armed conflict, as well as the relationship between 
various actors on this topic. This publication also lists major achievements on improving 
the status of children in the world and provides insights of the key actors involved in this 
process globally. Importantly, the report also sets priorities for the international 
community for the third decade of the Children and Armed Conflict mandate. 

United Nations, Sustainable Development Group. (2020). Policy Brief: The Impact of COVID-19 on 
children. Retrieved 20 September 2020 from: 
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/policy_brief_on_covid_impact_on_children_16_april_2020.pdf 

This report details broadly how COVID-19 has impacted youth globally, including children 
in conflict. It also points out some of the significant threats to youth as a result of COVID-
19. Primarily, it concludes that the threats created by COVID-19 are not inherently new, 
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but rather have exacerbated existing challenges. This publication can be used to gain a 
broad understanding of how COVID-19 has impacted the youth population globally. 

World Vision International. (2017). Leading the Way: Guidance on the Participation of Children & Young 
People in Global Engagements. Retrieved 16 August 2020 from: 
https://www.wvi.org/sites/default/files/WV-Leading-the-Way-2017-04-11.pdf 

This document is designed to recommend a basic system for child participation in global 
initiatives. It outlines formats for engaging children and young people in national or global 
events as well as actions and procedures for the participation of children and young 
people in global engagements. The guidelines also draw attention to the most important 
steps of preparing potential participants and supporting children’s involvement in the 
planning process. Delegates may utilize this publication as a useful example of guidelines 
and national action plans for empowering children post-conflict. 
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III. Implementing the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

Introduction 

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (2006) defines persons with disabilities 
as those “who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction 
with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with 
others.”252 Persons with disabilities make up about 15% of the world’s population, more than one billion 
people.253 The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and United Nations 
(OHCHR) defines minorities as a group of people which is numerically inferior to the rest of the population 
of a State and in a non-dominant societal position; thus persons with disabilities are the largest minority in 
the world, and the number is expected to increase due to the aging of global populations and increases in 
chronic health conditions.254   
 
While documents such as The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948) and the CRPD 
guarantee all human rights and freedoms to all human beings, persons with disabilities are still 
disproportionately affected by poverty and violence, as well as unequal access to education, health care 
services, employment, and other areas which can result in a lower standards of living.255 Globally, the 
proportion of persons with disabilities living under the national or international poverty line is higher, and 
even double in some cases, than people without disabilities, and more than 80% of persons with 
disabilities are unable to receive the welfare services that they need to thrive in certain States.256 
 
Disability inclusion is critical to ensure the rights of peoples with disabilities, and may include: being 
accepted and recognized as an individual beyond the disability; having personal relationships with family, 
friends and acquaintances; being involved in recreation and social activities; having appropriate living 
accommodation; having employment; having appropriate formal and informal support or essentially 
empowering persons with disabilities to fully participate in society by being their own advocates and 
remove any barriers.257 The UN General Assembly Third Committee works to support disability-inclusive 
social policies and promote accessibility for persons with disabilities, in areas such as health care, 
education, and technology.258 The United Nations Disability Inclusion Strategy qualifies “inclusive” as the 
meaningful participation of persons with disabilities in all relevant institutions.259 The Human Rights 
Council (HRC) further supports the Third Committee’s work by establishing the Special Rapporteur on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2014.260  

International and Regional Framework 

The UDHR (1948) protects the rights of all persons, and Article 1 enshrined that “all human beings are 
born free and equal in dignity and rights,” regardless of ability.261 Article 2 of the UDHR states that 
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everyone is entitled to all rights and freedoms, and that no distinction is made based on age, sex, or any 
other kind of status.262 To further emphasize the need to protect the rights of persons with disabilities and 
promote their well-being, the General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Disabled 
Persons (1975).263 Article 4 of the Declaration highlights that persons with disabilities “have the same civil 
and political rights as other human beings.”264 The General Assembly further adopted with resolution 
37/52 on the “World Programme of Action concerning Disabled Persons” (WPA) (1982) a global strategy 
on promoting the prevention of disability, rehabilitation, and the equalization of opportunities.265 The WPA 
was significant in that it demonstrated that the UN system no longer saw persons with disabilities as 
“objects” in need of care and as burdens to their families, but as autonomous “subjects” with inherent 
rights and dignity.266 
 
The General Assembly Third Committee helped initiate the process of adopting the CRPD by establishing 
the “Ad-Hoc Committee for a comprehensive international convention to protect and promote the rights 
and dignity of persons with disabilities” in General Assembly resolution 56/168 (2002) which highlighted 
that persons with disabilities have the right to development and needed to be given specific inclusion in 
these processes.267 Prior to the adoption of the CRPD, the Third Committee continuously reported on the 
progress of the Ad-Hoc Committee and encouraged Member States to contribute to the work of the 
committee with the end of creating an international convention to guarantee the rights and dignity of 
persons with disabilities.268 The protection of the rights of persons with disabilities was then enshrined in 
the CRPD and its 2006 Optional Protocol.269 The core of the CRPD form eight principles, including the 
respect for inherent dignity, and the full and effective participation and inclusion in society.270 The CRPD 
highlights the importance of accessibility to the physical, economic, and social environment, and requires 
State parties to take measures to ensure accessibility.271 State parties are also required to collect 
appropriate data and statistics on disability so that effective policies can be designed and implemented, 
and the rights of persons with disabilities can be guaranteed.272 In situations of risk, the CRPD obliges 
State parties to take the necessary measures to guarantee the particular safety and protection of persons 
with disabilities.273 
 
HRC also established the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2014.274 The 
previous Special Rapporteur was Ms. Catalina Devandas Aguilar of Costa Rica, who served as one of the 
central United Nations (UN) figures for the rights of persons with disabilities by addressing the barriers 
and challenges faced by these persons in her regular reports, and by working towards strengthening the 
rights of persons with disabilities in all parts of the world.275 In her mandate, the Special Rapporteur is 
tasked with recognizing where persons with disabilities are excluded from and cannot participate 
effectively in development processes due to existing societal barriers, including legislative and physical 

 

262 UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217 A (III)), 1948. 
263 UN General Assembly, Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Persons (A/RES/3447 (XXX)), 1975. 
264 Ibid. 
265 UN General Assembly, World Programme of Action concerning Disabled Persons (A/RES/37/52), 1982. 
266 UN DESA, Backgrounder: Disability Treaty Closes a Gap in Protecting Human Rights, 2008. 
267 UN General Assembly, Comprehensive and integral international convention to promote and protect the rights and 

dignity of persons with disabilities (A/RES/56/168), 2002. 
268 Ibid. 
269 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (A/RES/61/106), 2006. 
270 Ibid., pp. 4-5. 
271 Ibid., p. 4. 
272 Ibid., p. 19. 
273 Ibid., p. 9. 
274 UN HRC, Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (A/HRC/RES/26/20), 2014; UN HRC, 

Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (A/HRC/RES/35/6), 2017. 
275 UN OHCHR, Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: Introduction, 2019. 



 

 

39 

barriers.276 Her term ended in August 2020 and the mandate was renewed in HRC’s 44th session in July 
2020.277 
 
In order to assess the situation of persons with disabilities and the progress on the implementation of the 
CRPD, the Special Rapporteur emphasizes the importance of monitoring and data.278 Especially in 
disaster situations, data on the accessibility of aid and information helps to ensure the protection of the 
rights of persons with disabilities.279  
 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable (2030 Agenda) (2015) recognizes the need to promote human rights 
for all, and foster inclusive, peaceful societies.280 The overarching principle of the 2030 Agenda to leave 
no one behind aims at building a better future for all while reducing inequalities and poverty, especially for 
minority groups such as persons with disabilities.281 The 2030 Agenda further recognizes the need to take 
additional measures to protect and promote the rights of vulnerable groups, including persons with 
disabilities, and to strengthen support in humanitarian crises, including disaster situations.282 While 
disability is a cross-cutting issue across the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), SDGs 4, 8, and 11, 
on “inclusive and quality education,” “sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth,” and “making 
cities and human settlements inclusive, safe and sustainable” respectively, particularly emphasize 
specifics on how the UN system can strengthen their work on disability issues.283 
 
On a regional level, the European Commission introduced the European Disability Strategy 2010-2020 
(2010) with a focus on eliminating social and administrative barriers to the full participation of persons 
with disabilities, and initiating data collection through special surveys to achieve the European Union’s 
policy framework’s goal of a barrier-free Europe with sustainable, inclusive growth.284 Aligning with the 
core principles of CRPD, the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights adopted the Protocol to 
the African Union Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 
Africa (2018) requiring States parties to ensure that persons with disabilities are guaranteed all human 
rights and freedoms on the African continent.285 Similarly, the Organization of American States (OAS) 
members committed to fully integrating persons with disabilities into society through its Inter-American 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Persons with Disabilities (1999) 
which called for government authorities and private entities to be providing equal access to goods, 
services, and facilities along with eliminating architectural, transportation, and communication 
obstacles.286 The OAS’ Program of Action for the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of 
Persons with Disabilities (2016-2026) (2018) details its plan with 15 goals, 15 actionable steps, and 12 
strategies.287 In Asia, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) created the Masterplan 2025: 
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Mainstreaming the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2018) to develop sustainable policies and 
programs for persons with disabilities.288 

Role of the International System 

The General Assembly’s 74th session oversaw the adoption of General Assembly resolution 74/144 
(2019) on “The Implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the 
Optional Protocol thereto: Accessibility” which calls for improving accessibility for persons with disabilities 
such as by supporting existing or creating new organizations helping people with disabilities, providing 
inclusive access to education, and reviewing State accessibility standards and laws.289 The adoption of 
General Assembly resolution 72/162 (2017) on the “Implementation of the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities and the Optional Protocol thereto: Situation of women and girls with disabilities” 
emphasized the impact of gender on persons with disabilities.290  The progress that has been made by 
Member States, the UN system, and other relevant stakeholders in adopting and implementing the CRPD 
is further acknowledged in General Assembly resolution 73/142 on “Inclusive development for and with 
persons with disabilities” (2018).291 The work of the Third Committee is also consistently supported by 
regular reports from HRC on the progress that has been made on implementing the CRPD.292  
 
HRC further contributes to the work of the Third Committee with the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities who addresses the barriers to equal participation for persons with disabilities.293 
The Special Rapporteur’s mandate includes developing a dialogue with Member States, UN agencies, 
other actors, and persons with disabilities in order to promote best practices, to make recommendations 
on improving the implementation of the CRPD, and to raise awareness of the rights of persons with 
disabilities.294 The Special Rapporteur publishes and presents annual reports to the General Assembly.295 
HRC’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic included a joint discussion with the Coordination Committee 
of Special Procedures, which bridges mandate holders, OHCHR, and the broader UN human rights 
framework, and stressed that persons without disabilities should not be left behind in government 
responses to the crisis and created a COVID-19 webpage which has resources for mandate holders.296 
 
The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) issued its first ever Policy and 
Action Plan for Disability Inclusion 2020 – 2021 (2020) which provides guidance to the department 
regarding disability inclusion in its work, signaling a move to continue prioritizing disability inclusion in the 
United Nations.297 The United Nations High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) is 
the UN authority on sustainable development and reviews the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and 
SDGs by providing high-level political leadership and guidance.298 In 2019, HLPF’s theme was 
"Empowering people and ensuring inclusiveness and equality” and included the topic of disability in all of 
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its thematic sessions.299  The HLPF Stakeholder Group of Persons with Disabilities (SGPwD), which 
works towards the implementation of the SDGs in respect to disabilities, ensured there was 
representation of persons with disabilities, presented a side event on “Reducing inequalities: a look at 
persons with disabilities,” and delivered four interventions and five statements related to disabilities.300 
The interventions included a call for the participation and representation of persons with disabilities in the 
drafting of Member States’ national laws as seen most recently in the Philippines, and ensuring 
compliance of the three “A”s: availability, affordability and accessibility with emerging technology and 
innovations.301 
 
The UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) pursues the implementation of the 
Agenda 2030 through cooperation in education, sciences, and culture.302 This includes supporting the 
work of the General Assembly Third Committee by presenting reports with a focus on women, girls, and 
children with disabilities.303 UNESCO joined the Global Action on Disability (GLAD) Network to raise 
awareness of learners with disabilities who are disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
and least likely to benefit from online learning by recommending five principles such as considering the 
needs of all types of learners and blended learning approaches.304 UNESCO also released a guide Life in 
the Times of COVID-19: A Guide for Parents of Children with Disabilities (2020) to explain the different 
aspects that a parent/caregiver must take into account while taking care of children with disabilities and 
how to maintain their mental health during this stressful time.305  
 
The World Health Organization (WHO) is dedicated to improving the well-being, health, and functioning of 
persons with disabilities, and works on rehabilitation, assistive technology, and data on disability.306 In 
2015, WHO published the WHO Global Disability Action Plan 2014-2021 focusing on improving health 
care access, which can be limited due to the costs of treatment or inaccessible buildings.307 WHO has 
been on the forefront of the response to the COVID-19 pandemic and has addressed an inclusive 
response for persons with disabilities by creating an “AskWHO Video on the World Health Organization 
answering questions on disability considerations during COVID-19” (2020) featuring the director of 
communications and expert on persons with disabilities.308 WHO also issued the Disability considerations 
during the COVID-19 outbreak (2020) guide on the actions that persons with disabilities, governments, 
health care providers, disability service providers, institutions, and communities can take to protect and 
uplift persons with disabilities during this pandemic.309 For persons with intellectual, cognitive and 
psychosocial disabilities, WHO created the Mental health and psychosocial considerations during the 
COVID-19 outbreak (2020) to support their mental and psychosocial well-being.310 
 
The International Disability Alliance (IDA) is an umbrella civil society organization that brings together 
organizations of persons with disabilities in global and regional networks.311 The IDA contributes expert 
knowledge in the Third Committee of the General Assembly to make the language of UN resolutions 
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disability-inclusive.312 The alliance published the introductory toolkit The 2030 Agenda: The Inclusion of 
Persons with Disabilities (2016), which focused on demonstrating how persons with disabilities can 
influence the implementation of the Agenda 2030, for example by forming effective regional networks.313 
The introductory toolkit also highlights that persons with disabilities shall be included into all DRR 
programs and that data needs to be collected to measure the progress on implementing the 2030 Agenda 
and the CRPD.314 As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the IDA advocated on behalf of persons with 
disabilities by sending letters to UN entities such as WHO to ensure that there would be a disability 
inclusive response, compiled stories from persons with disabilities about their pandemic experiences, 
launched accessibility, end to discrimination, inclusive future for all campaigns, and shared resources and 
tools.315 Most notably, the IDA launched a COVID-19 Disability Rights Monitor where governments, 
organizations of persons with disabilities and all relevant stakeholders were invited to complete a survey 
to highlight issues faced by persons with disabilities during the pandemic to support the global 
understanding of consequences of these challenges on persons with disabilities with the report expected 
to be released in October 2020.316 

Disaster Risk Reduction and Persons with Disabilites 

Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) aims to reduce the damage and risks caused by disasters through 
systematically analyzing and reducing the causal factors of disasters.317 The CRPD obliges State parties 
to undertake all necessary measures to protect the rights of persons with disabilities, especially during 
natural disasters like floods, droughts, earthquakes, and cyclones.318 In the event of a disaster, essential 
infrastructure and services might be destroyed, resulting in persons with disabilities potentially facing 
extreme difficulties escaping the disaster area or even being left behind entirely, let alone receiving 
appropriate medical and therapeutic treatment.319 The Third Committee therefore recognizes that as 
persons with disabilities are disproportionately affected by the impact of disasters, there remains a need 
for targeted protection and safety measures.320  
 
In regards to the COVID-19 pandemic specifically, the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 
(UNDRR) states that the current COVID-19 pandemic reflects its Global Assessment on Risk 2019 (2019) 
estimates, in which disasters, including biological hazards, become deadlier, and these same disasters 
continue to affect persons with disabilities disproportionately.321 The Secretary-General’s report to the 
General Assembly “Inclusive development for and with persons with disabilities: Report of the Secretary-
General” (2020) detailed how COVID-19 has exacerbated pre-existing inequalities faced by persons with 
disabilities, and made relevant recommendations to mitigate this impact.322 The Secretary-General also 
released a policy brief entitled “A Disability-Inclusive Response to COVID-19” focused specifically on the 
impact of COVID-19 on persons with disabilities.323 The brief identifies four overarching areas of actions 
namely: mainstreaming disability in all COVID-19 response actions, accessibility, consultation with 
persons with disabilities, and accountability mechanisms; and also provides further recommendations on 
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key sectors such as health and education.324 The UN also developed pandemic checklists for disability 
inclusive funding and socio-economic response and recovery, along with disability inclusive messaging 
for the UN Country Teams providing support during the COVID-19 pandemic.325 Promising progress has 
been made as 65% of countries reported having rehabilitation access since the beginning of the 
pandemic, but COVID-19 has also introduced new challenges that still need to be addressed, such as 
access to testing sites and ensuring accessibility of COVID-19 information for persons with disabilities.326 
Furthermore, lockdowns during the pandemic spurred increased reliance on remote learning and work, 
when these might present accessibility or design obstacles for persons with disabilities.327 
 
Accessibility is one of the key principles of the CRPD and of DRR in order to leave no one behind.328 
However, ensuring accessibility to both information and support is one of the main challenges in 
implementing the CRPD in disaster situations, as protection mechanisms such as early warning systems 
and evacuation procedures may rapidly become inaccessible to persons with disabilities.329 The Third 
Committee urges Member States to implement policies and programs that specifically include persons 
with disabilities in humanitarian response plans and programs so that the CRPD can be fully 
implemented.330 The Third Committee further supports the exchange of information, best practices, and 
tools between Member States, UN entities, and other stakeholders so that the specific needs and 
challenges faced by persons with disabilities are included in DRR measures.331 
 
Additionally, there is a lack of reliable, comparable, high-quality data that provide insights into the 
insufficient existing assistance and support services, and the continued social and physical barriers faced 
by persons with disabilities.332 The Washington Group on Disability Statistics (WG) emphasizes that the 
mechanisms of data collection need to be strengthened to leave no one behind and to effectively 
implement effective Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) policies.333 The UNDRR Regional Office for the 
Americas and the Caribbean, ONG Inclusiva and the Latin America, and the Caribbean Network for 
Disability Inclusive Disaster Risk Management (LAC DiDRR Network) attempted to partially address this 
by organizing a webinar in April 2020 which focused on people with disabilities in the face of COVID-19 
and the need for relevant data.334 The seminar reevaluated the need for inclusive disaster risk reduction 
from a survey on people with disabilities and made key recommendations for actions to address their 
needs during a pandemic.335 

 

324 UN DESA, Policy Brief: A Disability-Inclusive Response to COVID-19, 2020. 
325 UN DESA, A Disability-Inclusive Response to COVID-19, 2020. 
326 UN General Assembly, Inclusive development for and with persons with disabilities: Report of the Secretary-

General (A/75/187), 2020. 
327 Ibid. 
328 UN General Assembly, Social Development: Report of the Third Committee (A/73/581), 2018; World Humanitarian 

Summit, Charter on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action, 2019, pp. 1-2. 
329 Priddy, Disability and Armed Conflict, The Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human 

Rights, 2019, pp. 12-13; WHO, WHO Global Disability Action Plan 2014-2021: Better Health for all People 
with Disability, 2015, p. 6. 

330 UN General Assembly, Social Development: Report of the Third Committee (A/73/581), 2018. 
331 Ibid., p. 30. 
332 UN General Assembly, Inclusive Development for and with Persons with Disabilities (A/RES/73/142), 2018, p. 5; 

WHO, WHO Global Disability Action Plan 2014-2021: Better Health for all People with Disability, 2015, pp. 
15, 22. 

333 Washington Group on Disability Statistics, Report of Ability of Countries to Disaggregate SDG Indicators by 
Disability, 2018, p. 1. 
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Data and the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

Statistics and data collection are an integral part of implementing the CRPD and the SDGs.336 UN DESA 
specifies data disaggregation as part of the foundation for a disability-inclusive COVID-19 response and 
recovery.337 The data is critical in understanding the different ways in which people with disabilities are 
impacted by COVID-19 and to monitor of policies to ensure accountability from governments and UN 
agencies.338 Additionally, the Disability and Development Report (2018) by the UN DESA is the first global 
compilation and analysis of internationally comparable data using the Washington Group on Disability 
Statistics short set of questions which makes data collection on disability easier.339 It was established by 
the UN Statistical Commission to address the need for comparable, high-quality data on persons with 
disabilities on a global level.340 
 
In its Report of Ability of Countries to Disaggregate SDG Indicators by Disability (2016), the Working 
Group states that only 39 countries provided data because the remaining Members’ national censuses do 
not include disability-related questions.341 Additionally, persons with disabilities are often 
underrepresented in national and international statistics, as they are not included in trials and research 
since the eligibility criteria often view disabilities as compounding factors that would affect research.342 
Also, the availability of national statistics varies to a great extent due to the unavailability of financial 
support, educational standards, and training.343 For example, people have different definitions of what 
constitutes a disability and it is more difficult to collect data in developing countries due to the lack of 
resources.344 
 
In response to this gap in comparable data, the Working Group has developed a set of standardized 
questions that can be included in national surveys.345 The WHO Global Disability Action Plan 2014-2021 
(2015) illustrates pathways to improving data collection and availability, for example by providing 
technical support and assisting in the development of standardized methodologies and data collection 
mechanisms.346 
 
The continuing lack of data is also recognized as a concern by the General Assembly in resolution 73/142 
(2018), “Inclusive Development for and with Persons with Disabilities”.347 As a result, the General 
Assembly has requested the UN system to provide assistance in collecting data and asks for support by 
the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to regularly include data on disability in 
its publications.348 The Third Committee encourages Member States and the UN system to include 
disability into official statistics and data collection tools and provide the information in regular reports so 
that progress can be monitored.349  
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2015, p. 12; UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (A/RES/61/106),, 
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338 Ibid. 
339 UN DESA, Disability and Development Report: Realizing the Sustainable Development Goals by, for and with 
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Conclusion 

Despite the progress made in implementing the CRPD, challenges remain regarding its full 
implementation, including in respect to the availability and quantity of data on disabled persons, the 
inclusion of persons with disabilities into DRR policies and programs, and the impact of the unexpected 
disasters, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.350 In the 74th session of the General Assembly, the global 
situation of persons with disabilities and their social development was discussed at-length, but gaps to 
support and representation were also acknowledged.351 However devastating, the 2020 COVID-19 
pandemic does present the international community with a unique opportunity to promote the 
implementation of the CRPD by closing the data gap and by including persons with disabilities in DRR 
policies and programs.352 

Further Research 

In their research and preparation, delegates should address how the Third Committee can contribute to 
strengthening the rights of persons with disabilities and the implementation of the CRPD, including: How 
can remaining social and physical barriers to full access be addressed? How can persons with disabilities 
be more effectively included in decision and policy making? Which factors can be identified that hinder 
the establishment of a global standard for collecting data on disability? What kind of instruments and 
guidelines are in place to include persons with disability into measures of DRR? What can the UN do to 
further implement the CRPD? How have persons with disabilities been affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic and how can the UN improve its response? What steps can be taken to ensure a more 
disability inclusive response to future disasters in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic? 
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