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Dear Delegates, 

Welcome to the 2022 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 are: Directors Kelsea Gillespie 
(Conference A) and Davina Basse (Conference B), and Assistant Directors Nour Abd Eldayem (Conference A) and Alisa 
Riechmann (Conference B). Kelsea holds a B.A. in English from Concordia University of Edmonton and is pursuing a joint 
J.D./M.A. at the University of Ottawa and Carleton University with a focus in international law. Davina Basse has a 
Master's Degree in European, Russian and Eurasian Studies, with research focused on NATO-EU security relations. This 
is her sixth year on staff. Nour Abd Eldayem graduated from the American University in Cairo with a BSc. in Computer 
Science. She currently works as a cybersecurity consultant. Alisa Riechmann has a Master's Degree in International 
Security from Sciences Po Paris and recently started her second degree in History. This is her second year on staff. 
 
The topics under discussion for the General Assembly Third Committee are: 

1. Ensuring Equitable and Inclusive Access to Education 
2. The Right to Privacy in a Digital Age 

 
The General Assembly Third Committee is one of the six Main Committees of the UN General Assembly and is formally 
referred as the Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural Affairs Committee because of its role in establishing wholesome 
deliberation on such global issues. It is currently the world’s largest and most prominent forum for international human 
rights norm creation. The General Assembly Third Committee oversees global discussion amongst all its Member States 
through facilitation of substantive discussion forums, and the recommendation of draft resolutions to the General 
Assembly Plenary. In the General Assembly Third Committee, delegates will have the opportunity to address multi-
faceted global issues and tackle some of the international community’s most pressing human rights issues. 
 
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 2022 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, serve as essential instruments in preparing for the 
Conference and as a reference during committee sessions: 

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 (GA) Department, Tobias Dietrich (Conference A) and 
Maxwell Lacey (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 
Kelsea Gillespie, Director                                                      Davina Basse, Director 
Nour Abd Eldayem, Assistant Director                                  Alisa Riechmann, Assistant Director 

https://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/nmun-pp-guide.pdf
https://www.nmun.org/conferences/new-york/prepare-for-committee/position-papers.html
https://www.nmun.org/conferences/new-york.html
https://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/NMUNDelegatePrepGuide.pdf
https://www.nmun.org/assets/documents/nmun-rules.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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United Nations System at NMUN•NY 

This diagram illustrates the UN system simulated at NMUN•NY. It shows where each committee “sits” within the system to demonstrate 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, 
one of the six principal organs established under the Charter of the United Nations (1945).1 The broad 
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 all human rights issues.4 Currently, more than 
50% of the resolutions adopted by the committee are 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, such as the 
European Union (EU) and the International Criminal Court (ICC).10 The Third Committee meets annually 
for eight weeks from October to November to discuss agenda items that were allocated by the General 
Assembly Plenary in September, under the Third Committee’s mandate.11 The Secretary-General 
produces reports for the corresponding agenda items to inform the committee, and is at the Committee’s 
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. 

2 Charter of the United Nations, 1945; UN General Assembly, Main Committees.  
3 UN General Assembly, Third Committee. 
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: Lessons 
Learned and Next Steps, 2018, p. 9. 

8 UN General Assembly, Member States. 
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/75/3), 2020. 
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, 2017, 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 then 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, such as 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 Customarily, the Plenary follows the recommendations and 
mirrors the form of adoption of the Third 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 76th session (2021) consists of Chairperson Mohamed Siad Doualeh from 
Djibouti; Vice-Chairs Hanne Carlé from Belgium, Devita Abraham from Trinidad and Tobago, and Joongil 
Shin from the Republic of Korea; and Rapporteur Maria-Iuliana Niculae from Romania.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 
the Third Committee by delivering substantive and logistical support.26 The Office of the United Nations 

 

13 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2017, p. 74. 

14 Ibid., pp. 73-75. 
15 Ibid., 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, 2017; 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, 2017, 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, 2017, p. 68. 
21 UN General Assembly, Social, Humanitarian & Cultural Issues (Third Committee): Secretariat. 
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 76th Session, 

2021. 
25 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 

Nations General Assembly, 2017, pp. 73-74; UN General Assembly, Organization of the Work of the Third 
Committee: Note by the Secretariat (A/C.3/76/L.1), 2021; International Service for Human Rights, Third 
Committee of the United Nations General Assembly: A Practical Guide for NGOs, 2017, p. 15. 

26 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2011. 
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High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Office of the UN 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 ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the UN has suspended most physical meetings in the UN 
building, including the meetings of the General Assembly Third Committee.30 Instead of hosting an in-
person discussion of each agenda item, the General Assembly Third Committee will hold a single in-
person General Debate for its 76th session in 2021.31 To offset the reduced opportunity for in-person 
debate, Member States are invited to submit written statements addressing individual agenda items.32 

Mandate, Functions, and Powers 

The Third Committee derives its mandate from a variety of UN documents.33 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.34 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).35 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) 
and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966).36 These 
documents, along with the two optional protocols to the ICCPR make up what is known as the 
International Bill of Human Rights and guide the work of the committee.37  
 
The SDGs guide the work of the committee, as they relate to the Third Committee’s central mandate.38 
The SDGs are strongly linked to human rights, such as SDG 4 (quality education) and SDG 16 (peace, 
justice and strong institutions). SDG 4 relates to the protection of children from all forms of violence, 
abuse or exploitation, and SDG 16 focuses on the right to access to justice, which impacts matters of 

 

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, Organization of the Work of the Third Committee: Note by the Secretariat (A/C.3/76/L.1), 

2021. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 

Nations General Assembly, 2017; Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 10-17.  
34 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Art. 10-17, 23, 61, 86, 97. 
35 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. 
36 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. 

37 UN OHCHR, Fact Sheet No. 2 (Rev.1), The International Bill of Human Rights, 1966; UN OHCHR, Universal 
Human Rights Instruments, 2021. 

38 UNRIC, UNRIC Library Backgrounder: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 2019. 
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criminal justice.39 These are all issue areas in which the Third Committee engages.40 The General 
Assembly is also highly engaged in the implementation of the SDGs, as it arranges the annual United 
Nations High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF), together with the Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC).41 The HLPF consists of ministers or heads of state or government of Member 
States, and serves as the main United Nations platform to follow-up on and review the 2030 Agenda.42 
 
The Third Committee does not focus on operative tasks, but on policy recommendations and norm-
setting, and primarily works through the initiation of studies and the creation of nonbinding 
recommendations.43 Studies are then carried out by relevant bodies, like OHCHR and the UN Office on 
Drugs and Crime (UNODC).44 Its work is of normative nature as it does not carry out operations, field 
work, or the tasks called for in its resolutions.45 Policy recommendations are primarily delegated to the 
various agencies and offices of the UN Secretariat.46 For example, for the Third Committee’s 75th 
session’s agenda item on refugees, returnees, and displaced persons, the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees had prepared a report for Committee and the Secretary-General submitted a report on 
Assistance to refugees, returnees and displaced persons in Africa.47 The Third Committee can also call 
for conferences to highlight certain issues, with a notable recurring example being the World Conferences 
on Women in 1975, 1980, 1985, and 1995, originating from the Third Committee resolution 3276 (XXIX) 
in 1974.48 Additionally, the Third Committee examines the reports of the Special Procedures of the 
Human Rights Council.49 The Special Procedures are independent human rights experts with mandates 
to report and advise from a thematic or country-specific perspective.50 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 UN to put in place independent accountability mechanisms to stop such 
killings.51 

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities 

The Third Committee conducted its 75th session in October and November 2020, which was chaired by 
Hungary.52 The committee adopted a total of 51 draft resolutions and decisions, all of which were 
presented to the General Assembly Plenary.53 Out of these 51 draft resolutions, 32 were adopted by 
consensus and 19 passed by a simple majority vote.54 The agenda of the 75th session included social 
development; advancement of women; report of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, questions 
relating to refugees, returnees, and displaced person, and humanitarian questions; report of the HRC; 

 

39 UN OHCHR, Summary Table on the Linkages Between the SDGs and Relevant International Human Rights 
Instruments. 

40 UN General Assembly, Third Committee. 
41 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development. 
42 Ibid. 
43 UN General Assembly, Functions and Powers of the General Assembly. 
44 UN General Assembly, Organization of the work of the Third Committee: Note by the Secretariat (A/C.3/72/L.1), 

2017. 
45 UN General Assembly, Functions and Powers of the General Assembly. 
46 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. 
47 UN General Assembly, Documents per Agenda Item – 75th session, 2019. 
48 UN General Assembly, Conference of the International Women’s Year (XXIX) (A/RES/29/3276), 1974; UN Women, 

World Conferences on Women, 2019. 
49 UN General Assembly, Third Committee. 
50 OHCHR, Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council, 2020. 
51 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. 
52 UN General Assembly, Third Committee. 
53 UN General Assembly, Third Committee, List of proposals contained in the reports of the Third Committee for 

consideration by the General Assembly: Note by the Secretariat (A/C.3/75/INF/1), 2020. 
54 UN General Assembly, Third Committee, List of proposals contained in the reports of the Third Committee for 

consideration by the General Assembly: Note by the Secretariat (A/C.3/75/INF/1), 2020. 
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promotion and protection of the rights of children; rights of indigenous peoples; elimination of racism, 
racial discrimination, xenophobia, and related intolerance; right of peoples to self-determination; 
promotion and protection of human rights; crime prevention and criminal justice; countering the use of 
information and communications technologies for criminal purposes; international drug control; 
revitalization of the work of the General Assembly; and programme planning.55 For the 76th session, the 
proposed agenda is similar in terms of overarching topics; however, each session focuses on different 
aspects of these overarching topics.56 In addition to receiving reports from various UN bodies, such as the 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees, the Third Committee in its 76th session will discuss social 
development; advancement of women; promotion and protection of the rights of children; the rights of 
indigenous peoples; the elimination of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance; 
right of peoples to self-determination; promotion and protection of human rights; crime prevention and 
criminal justice; countering the use of information and communications technologies for criminal 
purposes; international drug control; and the revitalization of the work of the General Assembly.57 
 
During the 75th session, the COVID-19 pandemic played a major role in discussions and impacted the 
various topics the Third Committee discussed.58 As the 75th session of the General Assembly Third 
Committee progressed, topics under the purview of the Third Committee, such as tackling poverty and 
promoting social development, the rights of indigenous peoples, and addressing social inequities, have all 
been severely impacted by the pandemic.59 Moreover, inequities that existed before the start of the 
pandemic have been exacerbated by the outbreak of COVID-19, often undoing progress that had 
previously been achieved by actions taken by the Third Committee and its reporting UN bodies.60 
 
A contentious and widely debated topic during the 75th session of the General Assembly Third Committee 
was the right to privacy and the use of personal data.61 During recent years, the use and tracking of 
personal data has increased significantly, raising questions surrounding the right to privacy and the 
protection of personal information.62 During the COVID-19 pandemic, this trend has only accelerated due 
to large aspects of people’s lives moving online.63 The Third Committee discussed this topic and tackled 
the issue from numerous fronts, including the right to privacy as well as the impact of crime and criminal 
organizations in using and abusing the wealth of personal information collected on a regular basis.64 The 
Third Committee produced deliverables tackling different aspects of this topic in General Assembly draft 
resolutions 75/L.8 titled “Strengthening the United Nations crime prevention and criminal justice 

 

55 UN General Assembly, Third Committee, List of proposals contained in the reports of the Third Committee for 
consideration by the General Assembly: Note by the Secretariat (A/C.3/75/INF/1), 2020. 

56 UN General Assembly, Revitalization of the work of the General Assembly: Report of the Third Committee 
(A/75/482), 2020. 

57 UN General Assembly, Organization of the seventy-sixth regular session of the General Assembly, adoption of the 
agenda and allocation of items, 2021. 

58 UN DGC, Third Committee Opens Session with Calls for Solidarity in Efforts to Stem Vast Social Development 
Impact of COVID-19 (GA/SHC/4286), 2020. 

59 UN DGC, Third Committee Opens Session with Calls for Solidarity in Efforts to Stem Vast Social Development 
Impact of COVID-19 (GA/SHC/4286), 2020; UN DGC, Pandemic That ‘Knows No Borders’ Pushed Millions 
into Poverty, Delegates Stress, as Third Committee Concludes Social Development Debate amid Calls for 
Unity (GA/SHC/4290), 2020; UN DGC, Pandemic Dealt ‘Profound Blows’ to Human Rights Worldwide, High 
Commissioner Warns Third Committee, amid Calls for People-Centred Policies, Unbiased Response 
(GA/SHC/4294), 2020; UN DGC, COVID-19 Could Push up to 175 Million People into Extreme Poverty, 
Expert Warns Third Committee, amid Calls for Repairing Entrenched Social Inequities (GA/SHC/4299), 
2020; UN DGC, For World’s 80 Million Displaced, International Aid ‘Life-Saving’, Head of Refugee Agency 
Tells Third Committee, as COVID-19 Presents Biggest Crisis in Its History (GA/SHC/4308), 2020. 

60 UN DGC, COVID-19 Could Push up to 175 Million People into Extreme Poverty, Expert Warns Third Committee, 
amid Calls for Repairing Entrenched Social Inequities (GA/SHC/4299), 2020. 

61 UN DGC, Third Committee Delegates Debate Acceptable Limits to Privacy Rights, Personal Data Use During 
Pandemic, as Expert Warns Against ‘Omni-Present’ Surveillance (GA/SHC/4305), 2020. 

62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. 
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programme, in particular its technical cooperation capacity” (2020) and 75/L.40 on “The right to privacy in 
the digital age” (2020).65 
 
As a majority of debates under the Third Committee mandate center on human rights issues, the means 
of best addressing these issues in the UN system has become a prominent topic of debate within the 
Third Committee.66 As part of this ongoing debate, Member States have been working to determine 
whether resolutions on the human rights situation within single Member States are sufficient to result in 
an international human rights response.67 During the 75th session, five country-specific resolutions were 
adopted despite the opposition of some Member States, which reject country-specific mandates as 
inherently politicized.68 Concern about a duplication of efforts within the system can also be traced back 
to HRC being established as a subsidiary organ instead of a main body, leading to some debate on which 
forum is the most appropriate space for these discussions.69 Nevertheless, in addition to country-specific 
topics, the Third Committee also discussed and considered other topics brought forth by HRC, such as 
proclaiming the International Day for People of African Descent.70 Beginning in 2021, August 31 will be 
the International Day for People of African Descent “to promote greater recognition and respect for the 
diverse heritage, culture and contribution of people of African descent to the development of societies.”71 
HRC, a UN entity that reports to the General Assembly Third Committee, adopted a resolution titled 
“Promotion and protection of the human rights and fundamental freedoms of Africans and of people of 
African descent against excessive use of force and other human rights violations by law enforcement 
officers” (A/HRC/RES/43/1) on 19 June 2020.72 Following HRC’s adoption of the resolution, it was 
included in the HRC’s annual report to the General Assembly Third Committee, who then proclaimed the 
International Day for People of African Descent as per HRC’s recommendation.73 

Conclusion 

The Third Committee continues to play 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 acts as the largest 
representative body for human right and humanitarian norms.74 Particularly within the context of the 

 

65 UN General Assembly Third Committee, Strengthening the United Nations crime prevention and criminal justice 
programme, in particular its technical cooperation capacity (A/C.3/75/L.8), 2020; UN General Assembly Third 
Committee, The right to privacy in the digital age (A/C.3/75/L.40), 2020. 

66 Universal Rights Group, Sibling Rivalry? Measuring and Understanding the Uneasy Relationship Between the 
Human Rights Council and the Third Committee of the GA, 2017. 

67 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. 

68 UN General Assembly, Situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (A/RES/75/190), 
2020; UN General Assembly, Situation of human rights in the Islamic Republic of Iran (A/RES/75/191), 2020; 
UN General Assembly, Situation of human rights in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the city of 
Sevastopol, Ukraine (A/RES/75/192), 2020; UN General Assembly, Situation of human rights in the Syrian 
Arab Republic (A/RES/75/193), 2020; UN General Assembly, Situation of human rights of Rohingya Muslims 
and other minorities in Myanmar (A/RES/75/238), 2020. 

69 Universal Rights Group, Sibling Rivalry? Measuring and Understanding the Uneasy Relationship Between the 
Human Rights Council and the Third Committee of the GA, 2017. 

70 UN DGC, General Assembly Adopts 48 Third Committee Resolutions, Proclaims International Day for People of 
African Descent, Covering Broad Themes of Human Rights, 2020; UN General Assembly, International Day 
for People of African Descent (A/RES/75/170), 2020. 

71 UN DGC, General Assembly Adopts 48 Third Committee Resolutions, Proclaims International Day for People of 
African Descent, Covering Broad Themes of Human Rights, 2020. 

72 HRC, Promotion and protection of the human rights and fundamental freedoms of Africans and of people of African 
descent against excessive use of force and other human rights violations by law enforcement officers 
(A/HRC/RES/43/1), 2020. 

73 UN DGC, General Assembly Adopts 48 Third Committee Resolutions, Proclaims International Day for People of 
African Descent, Covering Broad Themes of Human Rights, 2020. 

74 Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations, The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United 
Nations General Assembly, 2017, p. 73. 
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achievement 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 76th 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 likely run through the discussions of nearly all agenda items, including the 
rights of children, indigenous people, crime prevention and criminal justice, and international drug 
control.77 
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1. Ensuring Equitable and Inclusive Access to Education 

Introduction 

Access to education was first established as a human right under the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) in 1948.78 Since then, education has been understood as an integral contributor to 
economic growth and social development, by providing tools that enable economically- and socially-
disadvantaged people to rise out of poverty and engage fully in society.79 Access to education is also a 
primary objective under the 2030 Agenda and is articulated in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4, 
which aims to “ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong learning.”80 Education, 
however, does not simply refer to primary or secondary education.81 Instead, the United Nations (UN) 
recognizes the concept of “lifelong learning” as the guiding principle for international educational 
policies.82  
 
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, access to education had improved, particularly for global primary 
education, with the net attendance rate peaking at 87% in 2019 worldwide.83 Since 2000, the number of 
children, adolescents, and youth who have no access to education has fallen steadily, although out-of-
school figures have stagnated in recent years.84 In 2018, 258.4 million children, adolescents, and youth 
were out of school.85 Progress on improving literacy stalled in recent years, with some 773 million adults, 
the majority of them women, remaining illiterate in 2018.86 Educational resources and opportunities are 
still unequally distributed worldwide, varying especially by age group.87 Moreover, out-of-school-rates in 
the world’s poorest and richest countries differs immensely, with only 6% of secondary school-aged 
children out of school in high-income countries, compared to a 59% out-of-school rate in lower-income 
countries.88 The concept of “equitable and inclusive education” therefore refers to the equal distribution of 
educational resources and opportunities within an education system, which may be hindered by 
discrimination based on various categories such as gender, remoteness, wealth, ethnicity, and 
displacement.89 Equitable and inclusive education requires that peers have the opportunity to be 
educated together and receive the same quality of education, regardless of identity or circumstance.90 
 
Conflict also often exacerbates inequal access to education, as refugee children are more likely to be out 
of school than non-refugee children.91 Currently, only 50% of refugee children have access to primary 
education, while non-refugee children have an access rate of more than 90%.92 Gender gaps in education 
also continue to impact women and girls regarding access, learning achievements, and continuation in 
education, with less girls being enrolled in school than boys, and women ultimately having lower rates of 
literacy.93 Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 1.5 billion learners have had their education affected, 
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particularly by school and university closures.94 While remote education programs have been 
implemented, already existing disparities regarding access to education have been intensified by the 
pandemic.95 About 40% of Member States with the lowest income have neglected education and gender 
inequality in response to the pandemic.96 Moreover, the education disruption has effects beyond 
education, affecting, for example, the provision of essential services to both children and their 
communities.97  

International and Regional Framework 

The UDHR (1948) codified education as a fundamental right for every individual, ranging from elementary 
education to technical, professional, and higher education.98 In 1960, the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) adopted the Convention against Discrimination in 
Education, encompassing the idea that education is a fundamental right and inscribing an obligation for 
Member States to combat discrimination of all kinds in schools.99 A number of international treaties and 
resolutions on education were adopted in 1966, including the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights.100 Articles 13 and 14 of the International Covenant outline the human right to 
education, including the accessibility of primary, secondary, and higher education, and establish that 
primary education should be compulsory and free.101 The International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1966) enshrines the right to equitable education without differentiation 
due to race, color, national, or ethnic origin.102 The importance of promoting equitable opportunities for 
women, particularly regarding education, is also highlighted by the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979).103 Moreover, the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989) ratifies that every child has a right to education in order to enable all children to develop to their 
fullest possible potential.104 Similarly, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006) 
aims to ensure equal access for individuals with disabilities in the general education system, something 
that is regularly discussed and furthered in sessions of the Third Committee.105 
 
The international community expanded its commitment to education in 2015 with the adoption of the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).106 The SDGs are a call for action for developed and developing 
states alike to end extreme poverty, reduce inequality, and protect the planet by the year 2030.107 SDG 4 
(quality education) specifically states that education provisions ought to be inclusive and equitable, and 
promotes learning opportunities for every person during their lifetime.108 SDG 4 is essential for the 
achievement of sustainable development and serves as a foundation to achieve all of the other SDGs.109 
SDG 4 has targets and indicators to measure progress, including targets for equitable access to free, 
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quality primary and secondary education for all girls and boys (target 4.1).110 Other targets aim to 
eliminate gender disparity in access to education, as well as for persons with disabilities, indigenous 
peoples, and children in vulnerable situations.111 The Incheon Declaration (2015), adopted at the World 
Education Forum, established the international community’s commitment to the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and Education 2030, by aiming to ensure basic education for all by 2030.112 
Identifying the importance of education as a main driver of development, the Incheon Declaration is a 
framework for action for the implementation of SDG 4 and outlines possible practices at the national, 
regional, and global level.113  
 
The Third Committee has addressed education in recent resolutions, including resolution 74/223 on 
“Education for sustainable development” (2020) in which the Committee reaffirms the centrality of 
education to implementing the 2030 Agenda, and further calls upon the international community to 
provide inclusive and equitable education at all levels leaving no one behind.114 Adopted during the same 
session, General Assembly resolution 74/275 declared 9 September the “International Day to Protect 
Education from Attack” to draw attention to the importance of ensuring safe learning environments in 
humanitarian emergencies.115 

Role of the International System 

The General Assembly Third Committee has focused on the right to education since the adoption of the 
UDHR.116 Generally, the Third Committee can make recommendations to Member States on education, 
initiate studies, and promote the development of international social, political, economic, and legal 
norms.117 Recently, the Third Committee has focused on “education for democracy,” which encourages 
Member States to develop programs aimed at the promotion of democratic values.118 The Third 
Committee also focuses on disarmament and non-proliferation education through long-term programs of 
education and training, particularly targeting youth. 119  
 
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is the specialized UN 
agency for matters related to education, science, and culture, and is the only UN agency with a mandate 
to cover all aspects of education.120 While it is a specialized agency, the General Assembly and other UN 
bodies may request special reports, studies, or information from UNESCO, and UNESCO is entitled to 
send representatives to meetings of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and the General 
Assembly, and vice versa.121 UNESCO promotes collaboration amongst Member States, works directly 
with UN organs and other stakeholders, and sets global standards on topics of education.122 Moreover, 
UNESCO leads the Global Education 2030 Agenda through SDG 4 and via the Education 2030 Incheon 
Declaration (2015) and Framework for Action.123 Its global database, the Observatory on the Right to 

 

110 UN General Assembly, Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 
2015, p. 17. 

111 Global Partnership for Education, 17 ways education influences the sustainable development goals, 2015. 
112 World Education Forum, Incheon Declaration – Education 2030: Towards inclusive and equitable quality education 

and lifelong learning for all, 2015. 
113 Ibid. 
114 UN General Assembly, Education for sustainable development in the framework of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development (A/RES/74/223), 2020. 
115 UN General Assembly, International Day to Protect Education from Attack (A/RES/74/275), 2020.  
116 UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217 A (III)), 1948, art. 26. 
117 UN General Assembly, About the General Assembly.  
118 UN General Assembly, Education for democracy (A/RES/73/134), 2018. 
119 UN General Assembly, United Nations study on disarmament and non-proliferation education (A/RES/73/59), 

2018. 
120 UNESCO, Education Transforms Lives. 
121 UNESCO, Agreement between the United Nations and UNESCO, 1946, p. 179. 
122 UNESCO, Constitution of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1945, Arts. X-XI. 
123 UNESCO, Education Transforms Lives. 



 

 

18 

Education, provides country-level data regarding Member States’ laws, decrees, and educational 
programs regarding access to education.124 
 
As the UN agency which provides humanitarian and developmental aid to children, the UN Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) supports quality education for every child, particularly for those in vulnerable situations.125 
UNICEF works in more than 190 countries and territories and builds partnerships with non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), civil society, and the private sector.126 Since the COVID-19 outbreak, UNICEF has 
been working to make digital learning an essential service by connecting children and adolescents with 
digital solutions such as Giga, which aims to provide the necessary infrastructure to connect every school 
to the internet.127 While UNESCO’s mandate covers all aspects of education and UNICEF’s focus is on 
children in vulnerable situations, the agencies often work together; for example, both agencies 
collaborated during the development of a Recovery Supplement to the Framework on reopening schools 
after the COVID-19 pandemic, which offers key resources to schools.128 
 
Appointed first by the Commission on Human Rights in 1998 and since 2006 by the Human Rights 
Council (HRC), the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to education works with governments and other 
stakeholders to gather and exchanges information and make recommendations to governments.129 The 
Special Rapporteur reports annually to HRC and the General Assembly and engages in country visits to 
gain an in-depth understanding on the status of the right to education in all Member States.130 
 
Other UN entities that contribute to the advancement of education include the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and the SDG-Education 2030 Steering Committee.131 New challenges to ensure 
access to education have emerged with the COVID-19 pandemic.132 The closure of schools has 
exacerbated pre-existing disparities in access to education, particularly affecting the most vulnerable 
children, youth, and adults.133 In response, UNESCO launched the Global Education Coalition, a multi-
sector platform for collaboration and exchange.134 In its latest report from March 2021, the Global 
Education Coalition highlighted a variety of approaches to ensure equitable solutions and universal 
access to education.135  
 
Regional organizations such as the African Union (AU) or the European Union (EU) also play a role in 
securing equitable and inclusive education for all by setting norms and standards for the right to 
education within their respective regions.136 These organizations coordinate action amongst their Member 
States regarding educational systems, as seen in the strategic framework for cooperation in education 
and training.137 The EU is working towards creating a “European Education Area” by 2025 that promotes 
lifelong learning and skills development while maintaining inclusive and equitable access to post-
secondary education and skills training for all EU citizens.138 The AU has adopted the Continental 
Education Strategy for Africa 2016-2025 (CESA 16-25), which aims to build a qualitative system of 
education in Africa in line with the 2030 Agenda and SDG 4.139 CESA 16-25 is guided by a set of 
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principles that emphasizes the importance of inclusivity and equitable access to education and recognize 
that educational systems are at the heart of sustainable and regional development.140 

Refugees and Internally Displaced Students 

Approximately 82.4 million people have been displaced due to discrimination, war, and violence 
worldwide.141 Refugees and displaced persons are disproportionately affected by a lack of access to 
education; from the six million children recognized as refugees by the UNHCR, only 2.3 million are 
enrolled in school.142 The foundation for securing a future livelihood is often compromised without access 
to primary education.143 Currently, only 22% of refugee adolescents attend secondary school in 
comparison with 84% of non-refugee adolescents.144 Consequently, refugees and displaced persons 
have an increased risk of being denied educational opportunities during their childhood.145 This disparity 
has been worsened by COVID-19, which may cause a “pandemic of poverty” by reversing enrollment 
numbers in school, university, and vocational training.146 As the internet and technical equipment is 
harder to access within refugee communities, a large number of refugee children have been unable to 
access remote learning opportunities as schools have had to transition to online and distance learning.147 
Particularly for refugee girls, the post-pandemic forecast looks dire; according to the estimation of the 
Malala Fund, half of all refugee girls in school will not return when in-person school starts again.148 
 
In response to the broader worldwide shift towards digital platforms for educational delivery, programs 
such as UNHCR’s and Vodafone Foundation’s Instant Network Schools (INS) have been able to connect 
students to digital educational resources and the internet, which has improved the quality of education in 
sub-Saharan Africa.149 Currently, there are 36 INSs operating across eight refugee camps, benefitting 
over 86,500 students and 1,000 teachers.150 INS technology has been particularly useful in cushioning 
the negative effects of the pandemic on education by helping refugee families to learn remotely during 
lockdown.151 Radio Gargaar in Kenya is another project that has been effective in mitigating some of the 
obstacles to refugee education.152 Teachers have been using Radio Gargaar, a community radio station, 
to broadcast their classes to their primary and secondary school students.153  

Gender Equality in Education 

Empowering women and girls has been recognized as essential for achieving the 2030 Agenda, as 
highlighted in SDG 5 (gender equality).”154 Improved female education has been strongly connected with 
economic, health, and social benefits for society as a whole.155 Better educated women build stronger 
communities and contribute to overall economic stability.156 Nonetheless, gender gaps in education 
access, achievement and continuation still exist, with less girls being enrolled in school and women 
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having less literacy skills in comparison to men worldwide.157 One of the major frameworks for achieving 
gender equality is the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995).158 For its 25th anniversary in 
2020, Member States adopted a Political Declaration, welcoming the progress made but also noting the 
challenges which remain regarding gender equality.159 Strengthening efforts in women’s and girl’s 
education was one of the renewed commitments made by the international community.160 
 
Reducing schooling costs and increasing supply can help improve education access for girls.161 Gender 
equality in education, however, goes beyond school enrollment.162 Long distances to travel to school 
increases the risk that young women and girls may experience gender-based violence.163 Girls who marry 
at a young age are more likely to drop out of school, are more likely to have children earlier than their 
peers, and are at increased risk of violence.164 In some places, there is a lack of safe learning 
environments and inadequate infrastructure for girls to participate in the classroom fully.165 The latter is, 
among other factors, important for menstrual hygiene management.166 Moreover, biases and 
discrimination towards women and girls are often present in the classroom and endemic in some 
educational institutions.167 Sustainable change can only be achieved by creating safe and high-quality 
learning environments with adequate infrastructure to support boys and girls alike.168 
 
COVID-19 and its socio-economic impacts have also adversely affected progress towards gender 
equality in education.169 While prolonged school closures and limited access to remote learning 
opportunities affect both genders, drop-out rates of female students will likely increase due to the 
pandemic and girls will not return to school.170 During the 2014-2016 Ebola outbreak in West Africa, 
school closures were associated with an increase in teenage pregnancies.171 Pregnant girls are often 
discouraged to return to school and face stigma, which leads to higher rates of dropout.172 Moreover, 
during school closures, many girls face increased domestic responsibilities, which subsequently reduces 
their time available to study and engage in schooling.173 

Conclusion 

Significant progress has been made by the international community on ensuring equitable and inclusive 
access to all in recent years, particularly regarding primary education and literacy rates.174 However, 
vulnerable populations continue to lack access to education as well as educational opportunities at all 
levels.175 Moreover, COVID-19 has exacerbated existing challenges and may reverse successes that 
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have been achieved in promoting inclusive and equitable access to education.176 The Third Committee 
can play a valuable role in mitigating these inequalities and continuing to prioritize this important issue.177 

Further Research 

Moving forward with their research, delegates should consider the following questions: How can the 
international community coordinate more effectively to ensure access to education for displaced persons? 
How can education be made available and equitable for people living in conflict areas? How can Member 
States increase access to lifelong learning opportunities, particularly for vulnerable groups? How can the 
COVID-19 pandemic be used as an opportunity to work toward more inclusive and equitable education? 
What role can Members States with high levels of education attendance play in supporting Member 
States whose educational infrastructure has been threatened by the COVID-19 pandemic? How can 
women and girls continued inequal access to education be mitigated by 2030? 
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2. The Right to Privacy in a Digital Age 

Introduction  

The right to privacy was established as a fundamental human right in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) in 1948.178 Technology has both assisted and hindered the achievement of the right to 
privacy, and has introduced its own unique challenges.179 With the rise in information and 
communications technology (ICT), the introduction of new and emerging technologies, and a now 
unprecedented ability to create, collect, and analyze huge amounts of data, the question of how to 
promote and protect the right to privacy in the international sphere has been redefined.180 For instance, 
one of the major challenges newly facing the international community is the rise in cybercriminal 
enterprises launching attacks on targets all around the globe.181 The attacks on both public and private 
targets can lead to the leakage of sensitive data about millions of individuals, and large-scale right to 
privacy violations.182 ICTs have also enabled many state actors to misuse and abuse new technologies to 
launch mass surveillance campaigns both against other states and their own citizens.183 To address these 
and other concerns related to the right to privacy in the digital context, the General Assembly Third 
Committee has spearheaded international discussions and efforts to safeguard this fundamental right.184 
 
Direct threats to the right to privacy can also be amplified due to the disproportionate enactment of 
protection measures at the domestic level.185 According to the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) (2020), even though 128 states have adopted data protection legislation, 
adoption rates globally are not consistent.186 For example, 96% of European states have adopted data 
protection and privacy legislation, while only 45% of least developed states have enacted data protection 
and privacy legislation.187 Although several privacy tools and technologies, such as anonymity protection 
technologies, have been developed, not all people have equal access to these tools and technologies, 
leaving them more vulnerable to attacks.188 Moreover, new and emerging technologies can be used to 
track and extrapolate sensitive data about users online to launch targeted misinformation and 
disinformation campaigns, which can leave marginalized groups vulnerable to hate speech and, 
potentially, physical harm.189 Given the potential for serious impacts from violation of the right to privacy 
and broad nature of the topic, the General Assembly Third Committee continues to discuss this topic as a 
part of its agenda, and encourages all relevant stakeholders to consider how best to protect the right to 
privacy in a digital context globally.190 

International and Regional Framework  

The right to privacy was enshrined as a fundamental human right in the UDHR (1948).191 Article 12 reads 
“[n]o one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home, or correspondence, 
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nor to attacks upon his honor and reputation. Everyone has the right to the protection of the law against 
such interference or attacks.”192 The UDHR also served as the foundation for the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (1966).193 Article 17 of the ICCPR reiterates that every individual 
should be protected against wrongful interference in their private lives, underscoring the legal nature of 
the right.194 
 
Several international conventions further reaffirm the right to privacy, such as the Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (2006), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
(1989), and the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 
Members of Their Families (CMW) (1990), all of which underscore the significance of the right to privacy 
for several vulnerable groups beyond what is outlined in the UDHR and ICCPR.195 Article 22 and 31 of the 
CRPD protect the right to privacy of persons with disabilities, focusing especially on the protection of 
personal and medical information.196 Articles 16 and 40 of the CRC highlight the child’s legal right to 
privacy, including during any penal law matters and proceedings.197 As outlined in Article 14 of the CMW, 
migrant workers and their families also enjoy legal protection against any infringements on their right to 
privacy.198 More recently, the 2030 Agenda on Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda) (2015) has 
highlighted how the right to privacy intertwines with the achievement of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), and more precisely SDG 17 (Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the 
global partnership for sustainable development), under which ethical handling of data is emphasized.199 
Further, the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations 
“Protect, Respect and Remedy” Framework (2019), businesses have a responsibility to respect and 
preserve human rights in their dealings, and states are obligated to both respect human rights and defend 
them from violations by any third parties, including businesses operating in a state’s jurisdiction.200  
 
The right to privacy in the digital age was first addressed by the General Assembly Third Committee in 
2014, followed by the adoption of the General Assembly resolution 68/167 on “The Right to Privacy in the 
Digital age” (2014).201 In this resolution, the Third Committee addressed the protection of the right to 
privacy in the digital context, calling into question the validity and legality of mass surveillance as a 
national security measure, and proposed the creation of a monitoring mechanism to ensure the 
transparency and accountability in Member States’ collection of personal data, which has not yet been 
actioned by the United Nations (UN) or its Member States.202 Since 2013, the General Assembly Third 
Committee has highlighted the importance of ensuring the right to privacy in the digital age through the 
adoption of several resolutions, the most recent of which is General Assembly resolution 75/176 in 2020, 
on the same topic.203 

 

192 UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217 A (III)), 1948. 
193 OHCHR, Fact Sheet No.2 (Rev.1), The International Bill of Human Rights, 1996. 
194 UN General Assembly, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (A/RES/2200 (XXI)), 1966. 
195 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (A/RES/61/106), 2006; UN General 

Assembly, International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of 
Their Families (A/RES/45/158), 1990; UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(A/RES/44/25), 1989. 

196 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (A/RES/61/106), 2006 
197 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Rights of the Child (A/RES/44/25), 1989. 
198 UN General Assembly, International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 

Members of Their Families (A/RES/45/158), 1990.  
199 UN General Assembly, Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 

2015. 
200 UN HRC, Guiding Principles on Businesses and Human Rights, Implementing the United Nations “Protect, 

Respect and Remedy” Framework: Report of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on the 
Issue of Human Rights and Transnational Corporations and Other Business Enterprises, John Ruggie 
(A/HRC/17/31), 2011. 

201 UN General Assembly, The Right to Privacy in the Digital Age (A/RES/68/167), 2014. 
202 Ibid. 
203 UN General Assembly, The Right to Privacy in the Digital Age (A/RES/75/176), 2020. 



 

 

29 

Role of the International System  

Since 2013, the General Assembly Third Committee’s focus on this topic has expanded, covering several 
subtopics that fall under the right to privacy, including children’s rights, cybercrime, and the use of 
emerging technologies, all of which are core considerations for protecting the right to privacy in the digital 
age.204 Initially, in General Assembly resolutions 68/167 (2013) and 69/166 (2015) on “The Right to 
Privacy in the Digital age,” the General Assembly Third Committee primarily focused on the Member 
States’ role in the protection of the right to privacy in the digital age by promoting the adoption of 
legislation and adequate oversight mechanisms to both prevent and remedy violations.205 In General 
Assembly resolution 71/199 (2017) on the topic, the Third Committee considered the role of businesses 
by calling on them to adhere to their responsibilities in accordance with the ”Protect, Respect and 
Remedy” Framework.206  
 
In addition to passing resolutions, the General Assembly Third Committee also collaborates with several 
other UN bodies to coordinate the work on the matter.207 Recently, the General Assembly Third 
Committee requested that the Human Rights Council (HRC) remain actively seized on the matter of 
protecting the right to privacy in the digital age.208 The HRC has adopted several resolutions on the topic, 
the most recent of which highlights the effects of artificial intelligence (AI) on the state of privacy 
globally.209 The HRC also works in conjunction with the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights (OHCHR) to prepare and host expert workshops and seminars on the right to 
privacy.210 Through its work with the General Assembly Third Committee and HRC, the OHCHR has 
produced several reports pertaining to the right to privacy, such as the report titled Impact of new 
Technologies on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights in the Context of Assemblies, Including 
Peaceful Protests (2020), which sheds light on the overlap between protection of the right to privacy and 
other rights including the right to peaceful assembly.211 The International Telecommunications Union 
(ITU), a specialized UN agency with areas of work related to privacy protection, has also produced 
research on the effect of new and emerging technologies on the enjoyment of the right to privacy and the 
condition of state-level legislation on privacy, security, and cybercrime.212 
 
The HRC also established a Special Rapporteur on the right to privacy in 2015, with a mandate to 
research the right to privacy, including in the digital context.213 Since the mandate was first established, 
the Special Rapporteur on the right to privacy has produced several key reports, including Security and 
Surveillance, Health Data, and Business Enterprises use of Personal Data (2020), which discusses the 
effect of technology on the enjoyment of the right to privacy and outlines the state of gender equality in 
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promoting the right to privacy.214 The work of other Special Rapporteurs has examined the right to privacy 
and its overlap with other human rights issues, including racism, terrorism, and freedom of expression.215 
An example of this intersection is demonstrated in the Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Promotion 
and Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms while Countering Terrorism (2009), which 
warns against the harms of policies that prioritize the fight against terrorism over the protection of the right 
to privacy.216 
 
Other international efforts to address the right to privacy include several high-level conferences to discuss 
the effects of technology on the enjoyment of the right to privacy.217 The World Summit on Information 
Society (WSIS), convened pursuant to General Assembly resolution 56/183 (2002) and under the 
leadership of the ITU, published the Declaration of Principles: Building the Information Society, in which 
governments are encouraged to strengthen digital security measures to ensure the privacy and protection 
of consumers.218 The High-Level Panel on Digital Cooperation, convened in 2018 by the UN Secretary-
General, inspired the 2020 UN Secretary-General’s Roadmap for Digital Cooperation, which outlined 
eight key areas of action.219 Of the eight areas of action, areas five and six, “Ensuring the Protection of 
Human Rights in The Digital Era” and “Supporting Global Cooperation on Artificial Intelligence (AI),” 
address the importance of preserving human rights in a digital context and ensuring that AI is used 
ethically and without infringement on the rights of individuals.220  
 
Several regional organizations have also spearheaded efforts to promote and protect the right to privacy 
within their territory.221 The European Union (EU) has recognized the need for measures to ensure the 
protection of the EU citizens’ right to privacy, and has subsequently adopted the General Data Protection 
Regulation (2016) framework.222 The framework protects the data of EU citizens both within and outside 
of the EU by addressing the issues of consent, processing of personal data, and penalties in cases where 
protection of personal data has been violated.223 Through the Convention on Cyber Security and Personal 
Data Protection (2014), more succinctly known as the Malabo Convention, African Union (AU) Member 
States are encouraged to protect critical infrastructure against cyberattacks and protect personal data of 
their citizens.224 As of June 2020, only 8 out of 55 states have ratified the Malabo Convention.225 Similarly, 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations has adopted the Framework on Personal Data Protection 
(2016), which highlights the importance of cooperation amongst Member States in efforts to promote and 
preserve the flow of information regionally and globally.226 
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In a cross-regional effort to further ensure the right to privacy for their respective nationals, the EU, 
Switzerland, and United States of America have adopted the EU-US and Swiss-US Privacy Shield 
Frameworks (2017), which assist businesses in complying with data protection measures in cases of 
transatlantic commerce.227 Since 2020, both the EU-US and Swiss-US Privacy Shield Frameworks’ have 
been declared inadequate by the Court of Justice of the European Union, but parties are still obliged to 
uphold their commitments under the frameworks in the meantime.228 
 
Civil society organizations, such as Citizen Lab, Amnesty International, and Privacy International, have 
also been active in promoting and protecting the right to privacy in the digital age.229 Citizen Lab is an 
interdisciplinary laboratory that explores the intersection of technology with human rights, with several 
focuses including the privacy controls statuses of popular applications used online.230 Since its founding 
in 1990, Privacy International has been working on the promotion and protection of the right to privacy 
globally, especially relating to the repercussions of surveillance on the right to privacy in the digital age.231  

Misuse and Abuse of New and Emerging Technologies 

As discussed, new and emerging technologies have given individuals, governments, and the UN tools to 
accelerate the achievement of the 2030 Agenda and ensure the compliance with the Charter of the 
United Nations (1945), the UDHR, and international law more generally.232 However, new and emerging 
technologies also provide opportunities for malicious actors, including states, private companies, and 
organizations to inflict more damage to human rights through unlawful surveillance and cyberattacks, 
targeting individuals’ sensitive data.233 An example of this phenomenon is the use of surveillance software 
by local law enforcement to investigate and prevent criminal activity.234 In 2019, it was found that Exodus, 
a surveillance ware developed by a video surveillance company called eSurv, was used to gain access to 
information on users’ phones.235 The software was distributed through fake websites and the Google Play 
Store as an imitation of Italian and Turkmenistani mobile carrier support applications, and is currently 
suspected of being used for state surveillance.236 After users downloaded the application, their contacts, 
audio recordings, photos and videos, GPS locations, and device information were left exposed.237  
 
A more recent case has involved Pegasus software.238 Between 2016 and 2018, Citizen Lab, in 
coordination with Lookout, conducted a scan of the use of Niv, Shalev and Omri (NSO) Group’s Pegasus 
spyware globally, concluding that Pegasus software has been used to track individuals in 45 countries, 
several of which are considered to actively engage in transnational surveillance.239 The software works by 
exploiting an undisclosed flaw in a devices’ operating system, which in turn allows Pegasus users to gain 
unrestricted access to any targeted device without the knowledge of the device owner.240 Instead of being 
used to track criminal suspects, it was uncovered that many of the targets were journalists, human rights 
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activists, politicians, opposition leaders, and lawyers.241 Amnesty International’s Security Lab published 
the Forensic Methodology Report (2021), in which they described that “widespread, persistent and 
ongoing unlawful surveillance and human rights abuses” were the result of the use of the Pegasus 
software.242 Furthermore, according to Human Rights Watch, Pegasus software was used to target the 
then-fiancée of Saudi Arabian journalist and dissident Jamal Khashoggi both before and after his murder 
by Saudi operatives due to his criticism of the Saudi government.243  
 
Considering these revelations regarding the NSO Group’s Pegasus software and the issue of unlawful 
surveillance more generally, on 19 July 2021, Michelle Bachelet, the UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, released a statement cautioning against the unlawful use of surveillance technology by states and 
highlighted the responsibilities of companies that produce surveillance technology to respect human 
rights.244 Although corporations such as NSO Group may have been well-intentioned in developing their 
surveillance technologies, major violations of the right to privacy continue to occur because of their 
technologies.245 Surveillance, in all its forms, continues to be one of the major impediments to the full 
enjoyment of the right to privacy in the digital context.246 Effective regulation of the use of surveillance 
software globally is still needed to protect the right to privacy in the digital age.247  

Disproportionate Enjoyment of the Right to Privacy 

Despite the vast potential offered by new and emerging technologies, many dangers risk exacerbating the 
disproportionate access to technology globally, also known as the digital divide, and with it the enjoyment 
of the right to privacy, particularly given the shift towards online services during the COVID-19 
pandemic.248 These challenges include disproportionate access to privacy tools, as well as the spread of 
misinformation and disinformation targeting marginalized groups that seeks to encroach on their right to 
privacy.249  
 
Many business and governmental entities offer tools that allow users to protect their anonymity and their 
data online such as encryption, which renders data unreadable to anyone except intended recipients, and 
anonymity, which is used to mask an individuals’ identity online.250 Both encryption and anonymity tools 
allow users to share private information securely, without interception by potentially malicious actors.251 
Nevertheless, these tools are not equally available globally due to both disproportionate levels of 
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knowledge regarding these tools and disproportionate access.252 According to research published by 
Data & Society, vulnerable groups are less likely to have access to the adequate tools to protect 
themselves online.253 As outlined in the first report of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and 
protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, without adequate access to privacy tools, 
members of vulnerable groups may face harassment, hate speech, and physical attacks.254 General 
Assembly resolution 75/176 on “The Right to Privacy in the Digital age” (2021) calls for the promotion of 
education encompassing digital and technical skills; however, as highlighted by UN Deputy Secretary-
General Amina Mohammed, the digital divide continues to be a major challenge affecting equal protection 
of the right to privacy globally.255  
 
Although technologies such as AI are being increasingly used to make decision-making fairer and more 
efficient, challenges prevail, such as automation of discriminatory decision-making or “algorithmic 
discrimination,” and the prevalence of disinformation and misinformation campaigns.256 AI software 
programmed using previous decisions that were biased leaves room for programs to repeat patterns of 
bias found in historical data.257 For example, although it is possible for individuals to withhold disclosing 
information such as gender, AI can extrapolate such data during its decision-making flow, leading to 
violations of individuals’ decisions on the data they wish keep private.258 Between 2014 and 2017, 
Amazon used an AI-powered automated hiring tool, which was ultimately found to exhibit gender bias.259 
The tool inadvertently penalized CVs that indicated the applicant attended a women’s colleges or played 
on a women’s sports team, and rewarded CVs with verbs used, on average, more frequently by men, 
which could undermine the potential use of an AI-powered hiring tool in helping an organization eliminate 
gender bias in hiring and ultimately reveal personal information about an applicant without consent.260 A 
similar issue was uncovered in the use of AI to decide on credit limits for Apple Card users.261 In 2019, a 
local investigation was launched to identify whether automatic credit limits were indeed discriminatory 
against women, and although there was no deliberate attempt to discriminate in the credit limits assigned 
to individuals of different genders, it was found that the programmers may have perpetuated gender bias 
that was evident in previous decision-making process.262 Without proper oversight, the use of AI by 
businesses and Member States can potentially threaten individuals’ right to privacy and other intersecting 
human rights.263  
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Conclusion 

With the increased utilization of ICTs, the protection of the right to privacy in the digital age has become 
both more critical and more complicated.264 Furthermore, with protecting privacy rights in the digital age 
closely linked to the achievement of other human rights such as the right to freedom of speech, the 
General Assembly Third Committee has noted that it becomes more urgent to address the persistent 
violations to the right to privacy.265 The international community has collectively achieved progress in 
developing international norms and standards related to the right to privacy in a digital context, including 
through General Assembly resolutions, the work of HRC, and the OHCHR.266 Civil society has also 
contributed to the discussion by publishing work outlining major gaps in the enjoyment of the right to 
privacy globally.267 The utilization of new and emerging technologies can sometimes provide new 
mechanisms to protect the right to privacy in a digital context.268 Nonetheless, major impediments to the 
full enjoyment of the right to privacy still exist, such as unlawful surveillance by states and private actors, 
lack of regulation and oversight on surveillance technologies, data theft, disproportionate access to 
privacy and anonymity tools, and (inadvertently) discriminatory AI.269  

Further Research  

Delegates should consider the following questions: In what ways do emerging technologies affect the 
enjoyment of the right to privacy in the digital age? How has COVID-19 helped or hindered progress in 
protecting individuals’ right to privacy globally? What other measures can Member States take to ensure 
protection or retrieval of personal data when violations to an individual’s right to privacy occurs? How 
accountable should companies be for how their users interact with their platforms or use their 
technologies? And furthermore, how can the root causes of algorithmic discrimination be mitigated?  
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