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On 14 September 2009, in the course of the closing plenary of its 63" session, the UN General
Assembly adopted resolution A/63/L80 Rev. 1 entitled “The Responsibility to Protect.” The short,
three paragraph resolution, co-sponsored by 67 member states from every region of the world?,
was adopted by consensus. In it, the General Assembly recorded that it had received a report
from the Secretary-General on the implementation of the 2005 World Summit Agreement, that it
had held a constructive debate on the report, and intended to continue to engage on the issue of
the responsibility to protect.

Presenting the revised text of the document, Ambassador Gert Rosenthal of Guatemala noted an
amendment to the draft that had been requested at the last minute by some, in order to secure
agreement from all member states, namely that the words, in operative paragraph 1, “with
appreciation,” were to be removed from the sentence: “Takes note with appreciation of the report
of the Secretary-General...” He stated that the resolution’s aim was to put forward three ideas:
“Firstly, that we received the report of the Secretary-General, secondly that we held a very fruitful
debate, and thirdly that we wish the debate to continue.”

Following adoption of the vote, 9 countries took the floor having requested to explain their vote.

In what appeared to be a coordinated effort, seven of these - Venezuela, Cuba, Syria, Sudan, Iran,
Ecuador, and Nicaragua sought to stress that the resolution was solely procedural, that it did not
commit the Assembly to implementation of the responsibility to protect, that ongoing discussion
was required, and to express, in varying ways, their opposition to the concept.

In its intervention, Venezuela referred back to questions posed by President Hugo Chavez at the
World Summit - asking who would protect and how it would be done - and asserted that if the
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General Assembly was going to consider this matter, it was necessary to convene a conference to
revise the UN Charter to reform the Security Council and strengthen the General Assembly.

Syria lamented that, in its view, the Secretary-General’s report had “drop[ped] the reference to a
due protection for the population under foreign occupation,” before expressing the common view
that the responsibility to protect still needs much study, transparency, and deep study.”

The Cuban representative articulated the shared view that the General Assembly, as “the most
representative body of the entire international community” is the competent organ to guide the
debate on R2P, adding that it, “trust [ed] that other organs of the system, including the Security
Council shall respect the letter and the spirit of this resolution and refrain from acting on their

”

own.

Venezuela and Cuba were joined by Sudan, Iran and Nicaragua in stressing that the responsibility
to protect could be manipulated by the powerful to justify intervention in weaker states, running
counter to the principles of the Charter, especially that of non-intervention, enshrined in Article 2
(4). Each evoked sovereignty as an absolute principle, not to be curtailed in any way. As the Cuban
representative stated, “The principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity and non-interference in
the affairs of other sovereign states must be defended because without these the UN cannot
continue to exist, and poor and weak nations will be abandoned to the mercy of the powerful and
strong.”

Sudan claimed the majority of countries were apprehensive about the application of R2P and that,
“There is still no consensus as to the applicability of R2P to our political realities.”

In its intervention, Iran, having stated first that, “We are still far from a consensual understanding
on the R2P concept, let alone the emergence of any such authoritative norm,” stressed its view
that inaction on the part of the United Nations in the face of grave mass atrocities in the last
decade was not the result of an absence of concepts or normative framework. It was rather a
consequence of failure of the Security Council to act when action was needed.

Ecuador called for ongoing discussion of R2P to be “comprehensive, careful and lengthy” and that
should reflect the positions of “each and every one of member states.” It added its particular
concern that, “The elements and guidelines included in the report submitted by the Secretary-
General last July to the GA do not meet all the concerns and questions that various member states
amongst us had regarding the implementation and implications of the responsibility to protect,”
stating that these had been highlighted during the thematic debate convened by General
Assembly President D’Escoto Brockmann.



This echoed the statements of Venezuela, Cuba, Iran, and Nicaragua, who also all stressed the
importance of the thematic debate convened by the PGA and regretted that his concept note was
not reflected in the resolution.

For its part, Bolivia adopted a more positive tone. Although it judged R2P to be controversial and
requiring further discussion by the GA, it endorsed commitment to the responsibility to protect,
stating “the importance for states to reiterate their obligation to protect its citizens in order to
ensure its own longevity.” Going a step further, the Bolivian Representative suggested sovereignty
was a “conditional right,” arguing that, “A state, if it does not have the will to provide protection
and cannot do it, will lose the right to invoke this principle of sovereignty as an argument to avoid
international intervention, including an intervention motivated by purposes of different nature,
which might derive from the use of force.”

Although nearly overlooked by the President of the General Assembly, the representative of
Rwanda, Ambassador Eugene Gasana was given the last word and seized the opportunity to
express something of the majority view within the General Assembly. Expressing appreciation “to
the Delegation of Guatemala and to all the cosponsors of [the] Resolution for bringing forward this
item of pivotal importance in preventing the four crimes articulated in the Secretary General’s
excellent report on the responsibility to protect,” he welcomed the General Assembly’s continued
consideration of the responsibility to protect, “in order to ensure the implementation of the
mandate set out in paragraphs 138 and 139 of the World Summit Outcome Document.”

In a statement? issued the same morning, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon warmly welcomed the
resolution’s adoption, declaring this to be, “An important step as we chart a common path
towards meeting the commitment made at the 2005 World Summit to protect the world’s peoples
from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.”

Looking forward to further deepening the ongoing dialogue on how best to implement R2P, the
Secretary-General added that his Special Advisers, Professors Edward Luck and Francis Deng would
continue “their wide-ranging consultations with Member States, relevant departments and
agencies, regional and subregional organizations, and civil society on the many implementation
guestions still before us.” “In all our efforts,” the Secretary-General stated, “We should be guided
and united by the ultimate purpose of the responsibility to protect: to save lives by preventing the
most egregious mass violations of human rights.”
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