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United Nations Third Committee 

Committee Mandate 

With the creation of the United Nations and the Charter in 1945 also came the creation 
of the General Assembly (UNGA), the main deliberative body and one of the principal 
organs of the United Nations.1 The UNGA consists of all 193 Member States of the 
United Nations and is the main platform for high-level diplomacy. The main documents 
created within the UNGA are non-binding resolutions that address international norms 
on certain topics. The General Assembly has 6 subsidiary committees. 
 
The UNGA Third Committee is known as the Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural 
Committee, currently chaired by H. E. Christian Braun of Luxembourg. The Third 
Committee’s main topics focus on social, humanitarian affairs, and human rights issues. 
Topics include social development and human rights, often touching on gender equality, 
crime prevention and criminal justice, the protection of vulnerable populations such as 
children, indigenous groups, refugees, and persons with disabilities. 2 
 
Membership 
 
The UNGA Third Committee is a plenary committee made up of all 193 Member States. 
The UNGA operates on the idea of Sovereign Equality: each Member State, regardless 
of size, GNI, or any other factor, gets a single, equal vote. 3 Some states do lack 
sufficient representatives at each subsidiary committee meeting or informal debates. 
Usually, more delegates are present during the review and votes for draft resolutions 
during the General Assembly Plenary sessions than during a meeting of a subsidiary 
General Assembly committee.4 Debate in the GA Third Committee can be more intense 
than elsewhere due to the sensitive nature of cultural topics. 
 
Reporting 
 
The General Assembly has no direct subsidiary bodies, but is often advised by other UN 
entities, such as UN-Women, United Nations Human Rights Office of the High 
Commissioner (OHCHR), or the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR). While in session, delegates of this committee discuss and debate a topic to 
develop a working paper, which can then be adopted as a draft resolution by a simple 
majority vote of the committee. Draft resolutions from GA Third Committee, and all other 
subsidiary committees, are passed on to the General Assembly Plenary for a second 
vote and typically passed via majority vote. Any resolution that is adopted by the 
General Assembly is a statement of the will of the international community. 

 
1 United Nations Conference on International Organization, Charter of the United Nations, 1945. 
2 United Nations General Assembly, “Social, Humanitarian, & Cultural Issues (Third Committee),” 
3 United Nations Conference on International Organization, Charter of the United Nations, 1945. 
4 United Nations General Assembly, “Social, Humanitarian, & Cultural Issues (Third Committee),”  
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General Assembly Third Committee 
 

Topic A: The Rights of Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons 
 

There are currently over 41 million internally displaced people (IDPs) and almost 26 
million refugees around the world1. Mass exodus of people from their home state is 
often caused by armed conflict, famine, war, persecution, and economic oppression2. 
These issues create an equally serious problem when displaced persons are threatened 
with loss of essential needs for survival and prosperity and are faced with human rights 
abuses and revocation of nationality. Various United Nations (UN) actions have 
attempted to address this inconsistency, with the most widely accepted definition being 
“a person who is outside his or her country of nationality or habitual residence…and is 
unable or unwilling to avail him or herself of the protection of that country”.3 However, 
the definitions of the terms “refugee” and “internally displaced person” can vary locally, 
nationally, and regionally, which often leaves persons in these circumstances without 
adequate resources and suffering from disproportionate allocation of funds and aid from 
governments and non-governmental organizations.4 The relative ambiguity of these 
terms is often an excuse for states to remain unencumbered by UN agencies’ 
investigations or sanctions. In that vein, a criticism of some human rights treaties and 
international law is that ambiguity makes compliance and state cooperation with non-
governmental organizations entirely subjective.  
 
Human rights and their advocates protect vulnerable groups of people from abuse by 
fellow civilians and governments. Vulnerable populations include women and children, 
persons in poverty, ethnic minorities, and persons with disabilities, many of whom are 
unable to function and live prosperously without these protections.5 Millions of stateless 
people have been denied access to certain rights or have been denied nationality. This 
can even take the form of forced expulsion of these vulnerable populations from homes 
and communities.6 Adherence to treaties is often enforced through social and political 
norms; however, parts of the international community continue to call for more 
strenuous action from the UN to remedy the existing problems. The right to a nationality, 
the right to seek asylum, and the right to move between states are outlined in Articles 
13, 14, and 15 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), but many regions 
and states still have restrictions on certain civilians’ ability to retain those rights.7 The 
number of refugees and IDPs around the world creates a system or cycle of 
compromised safety and wellbeing, and the United Nations seeks to continue furthering 

 
1 UNHCR. “Figures at a Glance.” 2020. 
2 International Crisis Group. “What’s Driving the Global Refugee Crisis?” 2016.  
3 UNHCR. “The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol.” 2011.  
4 OHCHR. "Fact Sheet No. 20, Human Rights and Refugees.”  
5 United Nations. “Human Rights.”  
6 Bill Frelick. Human Rights Watch. “For Bhutan’s refugees, there’s no place like home.” 2011.  
7 Jacob Dolinger. University of Miami Inter-American Law Review. “The Failure of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.” 2016.  



the progress made in the past toward providing resources for stateless persons and 
prevention of statelessness as recently as 2018.  
 
Background 
 
The UN began its work with refugees in 1946 via the International Refugee 
Organization, which was created in order to manage the massive refugee problem of 
World War II and later was closed in 1952 once the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) was established.8 Two years later, in 1948, the UDHR was signed, 
often recognized as the first step in formulating the International Bill of Human Rights.9 
Most notably, this document included the right of any person to leave any country, 
including their own, and the right to seek asylum. In response to this document and the 
newly ratified list of expectations, the UNHCR was established in order to respond to 
the surge in refugee population in the wake of the second World War.10 In the next two 
decades the organization won the Nobel Peace Prize for work in Europe and helped 
manage decolonization of Africa, Asia and Latin America.11 
 
At this point, most policies regarding refugees were considered Euro-centric because of 
the historical context they were created in, but in 1951 The Refugee Convention 
stipulated that these policies and guidelines were to be granted in other instances when 
applicable.12 This document most notably accomplishes a working definition of 
“refugee”, and the major principle that refugees should not be forced back into their 
country of origin where he or she feels endangered.13 This action was coupled with the 
1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees, which develops minimum standards 
for the protection and care of refugees.14 This was the most comprehensive legislation 
of its time and was considered the cornerstone of humanitarian commitment to the 
refugee population.15  
 
Over fifty years later, the 2005 World Summit renewed human rights as a priority issue 
for the UN to address and created the Human Rights Council with eight major 
provisions.16 Thus, the UN Commission on Human Rights was replaced and a body 
intended to more effectively handle human rights violations was established: the UN 
Human Rights Council (HRC).17 In no way was this council the “cure” for holding 
governments accountable or documenting the entirety of abuses, but it was a major 
step forward for the international community to put this topic at the forefront of the UN’s 

 
8 United Nations. “10 Annex X – International Refugee Organization (IRO) – to the Convention on the 
Privileges and Immunities of the Specialized Agencies.” 1949.  
9 United Nations. “Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” 1948. 
10 UNHCR. “History of UNHCR.”  
11 Ibid. 
12 UNHCR. “The 1951 Refugee Convention.”  
13 UNHCR. “The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol.” 2011 
14 Ibid.  
15 UNHCR. “Implementation of the 1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees. EC/SCP/54.” 1989.  
16 United Nations. “The 2005 World Summit. High-Level Plenary Meeting of the 60th session of the UN 
General Assembly.”  
17 OHCHR. "Welcome to the Human Rights Council.”  



agenda. With a renewed sense of urgency around human rights and refugee issues, the 
UN General Assembly unanimously adopted the 2016 New York Declaration, thus 
strengthening the emergency response plan for crises and a transition to the 
sustainable development of resettlement and the funding thereof.18  
The biggest change to the political and humanitarian landscape of this issue was the 
creation of the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework, which is aimed at 
planning reaction to migration movements through a more systematic process rather 
than a reactive and inherently less effective medium.19 This is to be administered by 
UNHCR and has begun application in several members states with the aid of NGOs, 
state governments and governmental ministries.20 Many problems remained unsolved 
by this declaration, and the dilemma of states turning a blind eye or administering their 
own policies to escalating situations counteracted the work done in 2016. In response to 
this ongoing confusion, in 2018 the International Community met for The 
Intergovernmental Conference to Adopt the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration in Morocco.21 Here the Global Compact for Migration was adopted as 
a non-binding agreement for a common approach concerning international migration, 
the first of its kind.22 The Global Compact outlines 23 different objectives including the 
implementation of a review process to periodically follow up on the execution of 
commitments made by states every four years.23  
 
Current Situation 
 
In the last several years, there has been a shift in the conversation around international 
migration to specifically address both human rights and the difference between 
integration and assimilation. Language in previous international agreements have been 
specific in choosing to progress towards integration, steering away from the idea of 
assimilation and states that have advocated for this change have been celebrated.24 
However, integration comes with its obstacles: some doubt whether integration is 
possible between starkly contrasting cultures. Human rights look different from state to 
state and vary considerably, certainly with political and economic rights based on 
religious and cultural traditions. The United Nations Special Rapporteur for Human 
Rights has reported that mass exoduses of people present the most opportunity for 
human rights abuses and has encouraged member states to prevent major movements 
of people in order to prioritize health and wellbeing.25 Possibly one of the more divisive 
issues at the interstate level, accountability of human rights violations is something the 
international community continues to collaborate on and search for appropriate means 
to keep citizens across the globe safe and healthy.  
 

 
18 United Nations. “New York Declaration.” 2016 
19 UNHCR. “Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework: from the New York Declaration to a global 
compact on refugees.”  
20 Ibid. 
21 United Nations. “Intergovernmental Conference on the Global Compact for Migration.” 2018.  
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Reimagining Migration. “Assimilation, Integration and Refugees.”  
25 International Crisis Group. “What’s Driving the Global Refugee Crisis?” 2016.  



The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacements 
 
Recently, the discussion around IDPs has grown to include a much wider variety of 
subtopics in order to robustly address the problems faced both by IDPs and by states 
who take responsibility for them. People who are displaced, even the ones within their 
home country, are negatively affected by displacement in concrete and physical ways.26 
Some of these effects include higher mortality rates, higher risk of physical attack, 
abduction and trafficking, as well as less available clean water, food and shelter.27 
States have a much harder time adequately caring for IDPs because without stable 
residency, administration of social programming, healthcare and other resources is 
increasingly difficult. According to international law and agreements, IDPs are the 
responsibility of the state governments in which they are displaced28. This generally 
hinders the international community’s ability to disperse aid to these people without 
infringing on state sovereignty. Humanitarian aid has been at the forefront of the 
conversation about IDPs for decades, and only recently has shifted toward political and 
economic policy application. The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement focuses 
on the law and policy of displacement situations and lay out guidelines and expectations 
that the international community have for states with displaced citizens. The downfall of 
this document is that it is not tailored for certain states and does not provide specific 
efforts or protections for IDPs.29  
 
Case Study: Germany’s Syrian Refugee Integration Experiment 
 
Germany is an example of a member state that has gained considerable ground on the 
efforts to combat the refugee crisis in Syria. In 2016, amidst a movement among the 
majority of the members of the European Union closing their borders, Germany opened 
its borders to Syrian refugees, welcoming them in to begin a process of integrating 
Syrians both economically and socially. This problem has been considered 
insurmountable by many due to the enormous number of migrants; since 2016, there 
have been around 1.4 million refugee asylum applications in Germany in response to 
Angela Merkel’s welcoming remarks and policy movement.30 This is an example of a 
state putting into action the guidelines passed by the United Nations in the last two 
decades that have been aimed at managing refugee crises. Germany has some cultural 
reasons to be more welcoming of refugees, both in terms of creating a more positive 
history of refugee actions and in terms of historically being a high-volume destination for 
refugees. Besides this, their unique vocational school system and the higher demand 
for labor eased the transition to accepting refugees with considerably less economic 
fallout. However, the unemployment rate of refugees continues to be around 40.5% 
compared to Germany’s average rate of 5%.31  
 

 
26 OHCHR. "Questions and Answers about IDPs.” 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Global Protection Cluster. “Law and Policy on Internal Displacement.”  
30 Lily Hildy. The Century Foundation. “Germany’s Syrian Refugee Integration Experiment.” 2018.  
31 Bundesagentur für Arbeit. “Press Release No. 17: The labour market in May 2018.” 2018. 



The political atmosphere of Europe is not the only factor in efforts to accept more Syrian 
refugees. The volume of volunteer programs and non-governmental organizations help 
cover the various basic economic and social needs of asylum seekers. The state’s 
government partnered with these organizations and used strategic planning of 
resources and relocation to evenly distribute refugees across the 16 states based on tax 
revenue and other factors.32 From this case study, the international community can 
learn about modern solutions to a problem that has been around for decades. By 
striving for inclusivity, preparing for economic changes and strategic planning, Germany 
has prided itself on its recent policy decisions and execution with Syrian refugees. 
Obstacles still exist, however, such as refugees’ relative difficulty of entering the job 
market or societal exploitation of Muslim or Arab people and culture.33 
 
Future Outlook 
 
States and regions have different needs and priorities when it comes to handling 
refugees and IDPs, and those needs can require various types of aid and collaboration 
on solutions. While great progress has been made and the international community has 
signaled its desire to continue its commitment to this issue, there is clearly work to be 
done on the gaps in current legal and humanitarian frameworks and issues that have 
yet to be dealt with. With strategic planning around how to better equip states to 
properly manage refugee populations growing or otherwise, the UNHCR has seen great 
growth toward a future of swift, organized and proper treatment and management of 
refugee populations. Recently, there has been a call for clearly refining the definition of 
who is a refugee or displaced person, and what qualifies them for protection under the 
United Nations agencies associated, which may contribute to equal and fair distribution 
of resources.34 In addition, States’ continuing support in ratifying and updating past 
United Nations documents to ensure regions properly understand their role in ongoing 
and new refugee crises are further encouraged and celebrated. The framework and 
bodies exist to distribute aid to refugees and displaced people, but the resources and 
coordination require more attention and development as migration continues to both 
expand and change in ways most regions may not be prepared for.  
 
  

 
32 Lily Hildy. The Century Foundation. “Germany’s Syrian Refugee Integration Experiment.” 2018. 
33 Ibid.  
34 Expert Group on Refugee and Internally Displaced Persons Statistics. “International Recommendations 
on Refugee Statistics.” 2018. 



Focus Questions 
 
As delegates engage in further research on this topic, they should consider: 
 

A. What circumstances and qualities distinguish an economic migrant from a 
refugee? 

B. What has your state does to accommodate refugees from surrounding 
areas and regions and how could the international community benefit from 
more action similar to your own?  

C. What framework does your state have in place to accommodate influx of 
refugees or IDPs? 

D. How have the existing UN bodies impacted the human rights agenda in 
your state and has it aided in struggles faced by major migration 
movement? 

E. What more can states do to inspire adherence to human rights in times of 
mass migration and displacement? Is external policy enforcement 
effective? 
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General Assembly Third Committee  
 

Topic B: Education for Justice and the Rule of Law in the Context of Sustainable 
Development 

 
Education has been formally recognized by the United Nations (UN) as a human right 
since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.1 There have 
been a number of global human rights treaties such as the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 1960 Convention against Discrimination 
in Education, the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
and the 1981 Convention on the Elimination of All form of Discrimination against 
Women.2 The content of these treaties established an entitlement to free, compulsory 
primary education for all children, an obligation to develop secondary education, 
supported by measures to render it accessible to all children, as well as equitable 
access to higher education, and a responsibility to provide basic educations for 
individuals who have not completed primary education. The outcome of the 13th United 
Nations Congress on Crime Prevention, the Doha Declaration, highlights the importance 
of education as a tool for preventing crime and corruption.3 In support for this initiative of 
justice through education, the initiative under the Global Programme for the 
Implementation of the Doha Declaration has been developed to create and disseminate 
education materials in UNODC-mandated areas of crime prevention and criminal justice 
across primary, secondary, and tertiary education levels.4 
 
In strengthening these efforts to obtain justice, the UN system works diligently with 
national partners to develop strategic plans nationally for reform and services to the 
justice system. UN entities support Member States in strengthening justice in areas 
such as monitoring and evaluation, empowering the poor and marginalized to seek 
response and remedies for injustice, improving legal protection, legal awareness, and 
legal aid, civil society and parliamentary oversight, addressing challenges in the justice 
sector such as police brutality, inhumane prison conditions, lengthy pre-trial detention, 
and impunity for perpetrators of sexual and gender-based violence and other serious 
conflict-related crimes, and strengthening linkages between formal and informal 
structures.5 The efforts by the UN to promote education aim to promote personal 
development and strengthen respect for human rights and freedoms to enable 
individuals of all walks of life the ability to participate in a positive role in society while 
promoting understanding, friendship, and tolerance.  
 
 

 
1 UN Children’s Fund. “A Human Right-Based Approach Education For ALL.” 2007. 
2 Ibid. 
3 UNODC. “UNODC's Education for Justice initiative: inspiring, changing, innovating.” 
2018. 
4 Ibid. 
5 United Nations and the Rule of Law. “Access to Justice.” 



Background 
 
Former United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan defined the rule of law as a 
“principle of governance in which all persons, institutions, and entities, public and 
private, including the State itself is are accountable to laws that are publicly 
promulgated, equally enforced and independently adjudicated, and which are consistent 
with international human rights, norms, and standards.”6 The rule of law also provides 
accountability for those member states that abuse power. A society that supports the 
rule of law is not one composed of uncritical and obedient citizens; rather, it is one 
whose citizens understand and respect just laws, are aware of their functions, know 
how to engage with them constructively, and recognize how to challenge them as 
needed within the appropriate mechanisms and institutions.7 
 
Education plays a prominent role in promoting the rule of law by promoting these rules 
in individuals’ everyday lives. Encouragement from world leaders allows citizens the 
ability to make responsible decisions and hold unlawful citizens accountable. The 
strengthening of both education and law helps to provide citizens with the knowledge, 
values, attitudes, and behaviors needed to improve law and create a stronger future for 
a given society. Education provides many benefits, such as encouraging learners to 
value and apply the principles of the rule of law to their daily lives. These principles and 
values express themselves in citizens with the appropriate knowledge, values, attitudes, 
and behaviors that are important for the continued improvement and development of 
their society.  
 
Promoting education within the context of the rule of law establishes an important link 
between global and local issues. This is a part of the process of education. By utilizing 
this practice, member states and the individuals within them are valued and encouraged 
to focus on socioeconomic issues that address unlawfulness, thus leading to a further 
prosperous society.  
 
Via a partnership with UNESCO, the UNODC Initiative on Global Citizenship Education: 
Educating for a Culture of Lawlessness, there has been a greater movement to 
strengthen the rule of law by utilizing access to education. This is a joint project that 
helps education professionals design and implement educational interventions that 
equip learners with the knowledge, attitudes, and skills to constructively and responsibly 
engage in society.8 These activities are implemented in the framework of UNESCO’s 
ongoing work related to the Global Citizenship Education and are designed to support 
UNODC’s Education for Justice initiative, a component of UNODC’s Global Programme 
for the Implementation of the Doha Declaration.9 The partnership directly contributes to 
the achievement of Sustainable Development Goals 4 and 16 of the 2030 Agenda for 

 
6 UN Secretary General. “Rule of Law at Risk Around the World.” 2004. 
7 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. “Strengthening the rule of law through education.” 2019. 
8 UNESCO. “Global citizenship education for the rule of law: Doing the right thing.” 2019. 
9 Ibid. 



Sustainable Development, which respectively call for quality education and the building 
of peace, justice, and strong institutions.10 
 
Current Situation 
 
In 2019, UNESCO and the UNODC began working on projects and activities that pulled 
both organization’s expertise on education, the rule of law and crime prevention. The 
material that is comprise will serve as a guidance material for education for 
policymakers, toolkits for primary and secondary level educators, and the compacity-
building workshops based on these materials , and to further promote the prevention of 
violent extremism through education.11 Along with these efforts, the seventy-fourth 
secession of the Third Committee drafted A/C.3/74/L.4., adopted as E/RES/2019/13 in 
the Economic and Social Council, which reaffirmed that everyone has a right to 
education under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and urged Member States 
to ensure that this education is accessible to all beings of the society.12 
UNESCO also uses tools such as massive surveys to engage with the world and track 
progress on the topic of education. 
 
One such example in 2020 was a survey on public access to information, which has 
become especially important in the context of global norms.13 This topic has remained 
relevant throughout the year, particularly in regard to the ongoing battle against 
information regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. UNESCO further reflected on access to 
information in times of crisis by declaring it the theme of the 2020 International Day for 
Universal Access to Information.14 The misinformation surrounding the pandemic is an 
effective illustration of the ways in which poor access to information can encourage and 
abet unlawful behavior that endangers individuals and societies. 
 
Future Outlook 
 
As the UN Member States and regions continue to embark on the challenges and 
opportunities of political and socioeconomic status, it requires a collective effort to 
groupthink ideas and suggestions on ways to ensure that human beings' fundamental 
rights within the society are attained. In considering these abilities to address the 
concern of human rights, States and regions need to be considerate of the groups that 
are historically marginalized and at risk of being left behind. Strengthening the rule of 
law involves respect for the norms of international law, including the use of force, and 
recognition of the primary responsibility of States to protect their populations from 
genocide, crimes against humanity, ethnic cleansing, and war crimes.15 Education by 
States on the crucial nature of the rule of law is imperative in addressing unlawful acts 
against human rights. 

 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 UN Economic and Social Council. “Education for Justice and the rule of law in the context of 
sustainable development.”  
13 https://en.unesco.org/news/unesco-launches-2020-survey-public-access-information  
14 https://en.unesco.org/news/access-information-times-crisis  
15 United Nations. “What is the rule of law?” 



Focus Questions 
 
As delegates engage in further research on this topic, they should consider: 
 

 How do States and regions promote education through the rule of law? 
 How can the rule of law through education advance The Sustainable 

Development Goal? 
 What measure in your state or region is being taken to ensure all member 

bodies have access to education? 
 How does civil engagement promote safety in states or regions? 
 What are some of the barriers that affect your state or region in implementing 

education through the rule of law? 
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