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Dear Delegates of the General Assembly (2017), 

 

My name is Walker Fountain; I am the Undersecretary-General of Committees and President of 

the General Assembly at CIMUN XIV. I am writing you to give a brief introduction to the 

procedure of this year’s General Assembly. Note, the times outlined in this letter are rough, and 

are subject to change based on the procedure and decorum of the General Assembly and its 

constituent bodies.  

 

On Thursday, the committee will meet in Plenary Session to open formal debate. Pursuant to 

General Assembly regulations, the Secretary-General shall deliver an opening statement, 

detailing her observations and reports on the various issues that the committee shall consider. 

Delegations will also be given an opportunity to caucus amongst their regional groups 

(GRULAC, WEOG, EEG, APG, African Group), to begin discussing bloc dynamics before 

breaking out into subcommittees. 

 

On Friday and Saturday, delegations will spend most of their time in subcommittee, debating 

amongst themselves the issues relevant to their particular subcommittee. However, time will be 

allotted for regional groups to caucus outside of subcommittees, to keep coalition partners 

abreast of negotiations in every subcommittee. Subcommittees shall be responsible for drafting 

and passing resolutions that are focused on the topics assigned to them.  

 

Either late Saturday or Sunday, the General Assembly shall reconvene in a plenary session to 

debate any draft resolutions successfully passed out of subcommittee. If a majority of states in 

the General Assembly Plenary vote in the affirmative to a subcommittee draft resolution, the 

resolution is officially adopted by the United Nations General Assembly.  

 

I am looking forward to a robust and intelligent debate about our shared global concerns this 

coming November. If you have any further questions, please send me an email at 

walker.fountain@modelun.net. 

 

Sincerely Yours, 

 

 

Walker Fountain 

President of the General Assembly 

mailto:walker.fountain@modelun.net


 

 

Honorable Delegate, 

 

The General Assembly of the United Nations Third Committee: Social, Cultural, & 

Humanitarian Committee (SOCHUM) will be called into session on Thursday, November 30th at 

the Hilton Hotel in Chicago, Illinois to discuss matters of international importance. The 

following agenda items will be discussed: 

 

Topic 1 – Protecting the Rights of Journalists and Whistleblowers 

Topic 2 – Universal Realization of the Right of Peoples to Self-Determination 

 

For your reference, our staff archivists have compiled the following Background Guide to 

provide you with relevant information regarding the topics that will be debated in the upcoming 

session. You will need to read and understand the contents of this Guide in order to expand upon 

their research and represent your home government accurately and effectively. 

 

If you have any questions regarding the operations of the committee meetings being held at 

Chicago International Model United Nations (CIMUN), please refer to the CIMUN MUN 

Toolkit which you have been provided. Should you have any questions concerning the content of 

your guide or questions on policy, you may consult with an official from the Department of 

Home Government by sending an email to homegovernment@cimun.org.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Walker Fountain 

 

President of the General Assembly 
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1 Topic 1 – Protecting the Rights of Journalists and Whistleblowers 

1.1 Topic Overview  

Journalists and whistleblowers hold vital roles in the world order as sharers of information 

and watchdogs that battle corruption in public and private institutions. Therefore, these individuals 

must be protected from unjustifiable threats of physical harm, retribution, and unjust legal action 

for rightfully sharing information with the public. Beyond the rights to life and safety, the right to 

information and freedom of expression have recently been called into question due to increasing 

in hostility towards the press, growing in surveillance, and troubling reactions to an evolving 

technological landscape. There are two major dimensions to this issue: 1) the protection of the 

rights of journalists and whistleblowers and 2) the safeguarding of community rights to a dynamic 

press that shares information and fights against corruption in the world.  

A journalist’s or whistleblower’s right to his or her life must be the most fundamental 

protection, but this global community must also create a supportive environment for the press. The 

very legitimacy of the press has been attacked by the two-sided nature of “fake news” propagated 
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by various governments. This includes the discrediting of legitimate journalism and propagation 

of illegitimate journalism—both of which ultimately undermine public trust in the press and its 

perceived legitimacy. Journalists and whistleblowers must also be protected against retribution for 

sharing information, a major issue in regions of the world where legal systems actively work 

against the press, lack enforcement of existing laws, or have insufficient mechanisms of protection 

written into law. Lastly, recent developments in technology have created a situation where there is 

a gap in how the international community should handle issues such as censorship, encryption, 

and the definition of a journalist in this age of social media. 

It is the role of the Third Committee of the General Assembly to address the social and 

humanitarian issues related to the rights of journalists and whistleblowers, concentrating both on 

the individual freedoms of these watchdogs and the larger protection of their contributions to a 

peaceful society.  

1.2 Historical Background 

The United Nations has a strong history of protecting journalists and whistleblowers, and 

took specific steps after WWII to move away from the laws that put secrecy over freedom of 

information. One of the first major steps to protect the press was in the Geneva Convention IV 

where journalists were given all protections awarded civilians that could be taken away if they 

take part in any hostilities or spying. Therefore, as it is a war crime to attack civilians, it is also 

illegal to attack journalists in war zones1. This was the earliest and largest step to protect 

journalists, although it was not until 2003 that whistleblowing was specifically addressed in the 

UN Convention Against Corruption. The Convention covered issues such as bribery, 

embezzlement, and overall corruption with Article 33 included as a procedure for the public good: 

                                                 
1 https://www.utrechtjournal.org/articles/10.5334/ujiel.bk/galley/37/download/ 

https://www.utrechtjournal.org/articles/10.5334/ujiel.bk/galley/37/download/
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“Each State Party shall consider incorporating into its domestic legal system appropriate measures 

to provide protection against any unjustified treatment for any person who reports in good faith 

and on reasonable grounds to the competent authorities any facts concerning offences established 

in accordance with this Convention”.2 Since then, the United Nations has taken additional steps to 

protect journalists including the creation of a Plan of Action for that purpose. In 2012, the UN 

Chief Executives Board endorsed the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue 

of Impunity that worked to improve the safety of journalist inside and outside of conflict zones by 

improving interagency workings, assisting countries to create protections, and recommending 

partnerships with non-state actors. The most recent development in the UN on this issue was in 

the HRC where a resolution regarding the safety of journalists was passed by consensus on 

September 26, 2016. It included provisions to encourage states to enforce existing laws, release 

detained journalists, address digital security, and protect women journalists specifically.3 

Historically, whistleblowing has been an issue that was not addressed regionally until the 

21st century and is still lacking in many areas of the world now. Whistleblowing is defined as 

individual disclosure in the public interest in order to root out corruption. This mechanism is 

necessary as, in a perfect world, organizations would regulate themselves for wrongdoing; but, in 

reality, governments and private entities are not always run by people with impeachable ethics4. It 

is due to this public good that many states have adopted whistleblowing laws, with United States 

having one of the longest histories of whistleblowing protections with its beginnings traced back 

to the False Claims Amendments Act of 1986. While whistleblowing can be in the public interest, 

it can also be a major threat to national security if classified information is publically shared. The 

                                                 
2 https://www.unodc.org/documents/brussels/UN_Convention_Against_Corruption.pdf 
3 https://www.article19.org/data/files/SoJ_res_Draft.pdf 
4 http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351667415000141 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/brussels/UN_Convention_Against_Corruption.pdf
https://www.article19.org/data/files/SoJ_res_Draft.pdf
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351667415000141
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line is often grey with regards to the legality of whistleblowing when it related to classified 

information. The United States is also a prime example of a case where national security and 

whistleblowing can come into conflict, as seen by the Espionage Act of 1917. This conflict 

between national security and freedom of information can be seen more recently in the cases of 

Edward Snowden and Julian Assange5. In comparison, Europe leans heavily toward 

whistleblowing retaliation as those exposing corruption are many times seen as traitors with only 

Luxembourg, UK, Romania, and Slovenia holding advanced whistleblower protection laws out of 

the 27 states in the EU. Romania has one of the strongest and earliest examples of a whistleblowing 

law as created in 2004 that covers a wide spectrum of actors, yet despite the legal system, it lacks 

enforcement and public support6. In Africa, only 7 out of 54 countries have a whistleblower 

protection law, yet this is coupled with massive corruption by government and private interests7. 

However, even when there is legal path for exposing the truth, there is a culture of self-censorship 

as seen in Ghana where the 

Whistleblowers Act was passed in 

2006 yet hardly any citizens are using 

this protection.8 

1.3 Current Situation 

In 2016, global press freedom 

reached its lowest point in 13 years 

due to new threats to the media in 

democracies and a strong push for 

                                                 
5 http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351667415000141 
6 http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351667415000141 
7 http://www.dw.com/en/africa-needs-to-catch-up-with-protection-for-whistleblowers/ a-37873356 
8 http://www.dw.com/en/why-are-ghanaians-reluctant-whistleblowers/a-19441793 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351667415000141
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351667415000141
http://www.dw.com/en/africa-needs-to-catch-up-with-protection-for-whistleblowers/a-37873356
http://www.dw.com/en/why-are-ghanaians-reluctant-whistleblowers/a-19441793
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control of the press from authoritarian states; a free press was only found in 13% of the world9. A 

combination of violence in war zones against journalists, a rise in authoritarian regimes, and 

detrimental attitudes to the press by those in government have caused this sharp decline in 

protections for journalists and whistleblowers as threats increase. In 2016, 259 journalists were 

jailed worldwide and 48 were killed10. Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan are among the deadliest places 

for journalists due to their current conflicts11. Despite these horrifying numbers, impunity is on the 

rise: in nine out of ten murder cases, killers of journalists are set free.12 

However, physical violence is not the only force working against the protection of 

journalists and whistleblowers; it is just one facet in the interconnected system of both community 

and individual rights related to the press and dissemination of information. The credibility of 

journalism across the world, but specifically in traditionally democratic powers, has been called 

into question due to attacks from government leaders and campaigns of misinformation. Regarding 

the first facet of discrediting recognized news sources, President Trump’s campaign and 

presidency in the United States is a prime example of leadership that has poised itself as an enemy 

of the press. The administration has set an example through blocking respected news agencies like 

CNN from press briefings, attacking them on twitter, and attempting to turn public opinion. This 

rhetoric has been repeated by politicians in states such as the UK, Slovakia, and the Netherlands, 

setting precedent for leaders in more unstable countries to expand the anti-press sentiments. For 

example, Tanzania’s president John Magufuli warned newspapers that “their days are numbered” 

and fired his information minister for saying he had a duty to uphold free speech13. Many experts 

                                                 
9 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017 
10 https://cpj.org/ 
11 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017 
12 https://cpj.org/campaigns/impunity/ 
13 https://rsf.org/en/journalism-weakened-democracys-erosion 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017
https://cpj.org/
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017
https://cpj.org/campaigns/impunity/
https://rsf.org/en/journalism-weakened-democracys-erosion
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have found that while these attacks have not dramatically impacted press freedom in democratic 

states due to numerous legal protections and popular opinion favoring journalism as shown by the 

recent increase in New York Times subscribers, the attacks send a message from prominent world 

leaders to leaders of other states. Deputy director of the CPJ said that these statements do not “help 

our work trying to deal with countries like Turkey, Ethiopia or Venezuela, where you have 

governments who want to nothing more than to silence and intimidate the press.” Authoritarian 

governments have taken note of this shift by many leaders and are becoming more prone to inciting 

violence, stopping justice, and encouraging censorship. 

Another key issue impacting the rights of journalists and whistleblowers is the use of 

disinformation to alter public opinion and influence world issues as seen in the recent French and 

US elections. The rise of this type of media has specifically become available and disseminated 

through the use of technology and social media networks where it seems trustworthy when shared 

by a “friend”. There are several types of misinformation that include articles that have good 

intentions or are only working to create profit through clickbait, and there is also disinformation 

that is meant to cause harm through manipulation and fabrication. The content is then shared 
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through networks of bots and trolls, which is then seen and disseminated through peer to peer 

networks.14 

While recent steps have been taken by sites such as Google and Facebook to regulate the 

spread of fake news, there has not been much movement in how to stop the phenomenon, as some 

world leaders are even participating in the fabrication15. The right to speech and the right to truthful 

information are at odds in this issue, and it is the responsibility of the body to ensure that a well 

informed society is still possible. 

Moving on from physical and cultural rights of the press, journalists and whistleblowers 

must also be given legal protections. Unfortunately, they do not receive these protections in much 

of the world. Certain states such as Vietnam, Ethiopia, China, and Myanmar have used laws that 

fight terrorism, stop “anti state” propaganda, prevent “abuse of democratic freedom”, and protect 

state secrets to jail journalists. Without legal standing, countries such as Eritrea put reporters in 

prison lacking a trial or even charges16. In the past two years there have been numerous laws 

created to discourage leaks and penalize whistleblowers such as New Zealand’s campaign to make 

leaks punishable with 5 years in prison, Chile’s amendment that stops leaks from judicial cases, 

and Luxembourg's refusal to acquit 

whistleblowers Antoine Deltour and 

Raphaël Halet from Lux Leaks17. 

Furthermore, libel laws continue to be one 

of the largest impediments for journalists 

speaking out against the government. 

                                                 
14 https://firstdraftnews.com/fake-news-complicated/ 
15 http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-38769996 
16 https://cpj.org/2015/04/10-most-censored-countries.php 
17 https://rsf.org/en/journalism-weakened-democracys-erosion 

https://firstdraftnews.com/fake-news-complicated/
http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-38769996
https://cpj.org/2015/04/10-most-censored-countries.php
https://rsf.org/en/journalism-weakened-democracys-erosion
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Every state except Jamaica has some sort of libel laws on the books that can be used to imprison 

journalists.18 

However, in most cases where the legal system is written to protect journalists as much as 

possible, lack of implementation and promulgation are the main problems. In South America 

specifically, there are laws protecting journalists yet there is a failure to enforce these laws due to 

the sheer number of incidents and lack of dedicated enforcement systems. Brazil, Colombia, 

Honduras, and Mexico continue to be some of the most dangerous places for journalists because 

there is great legal difficulty in investigating, charging, and prosecuting cases of violence against 

journalists. There can also be a major culture against whistleblowing that leads to self-censorship 

and permission for corruption to only grow.19 

While legal systems exist regarding print journalism, the internet has become a new 

medium for the press that many governments have attempted to control where there is little to no 

international oversight. Government officials in some states in sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle 

East, and Asia have created restrictive online censorship laws or turned off online communication 

at important moments such as just before elections as seen in 2014 Turkey20. The impulse for 

control has also been seen in surveillance of journalists and whistleblowers over proposed national 

security concerns. Privacy is vital to journalists when developing stories that fight against 

corruption to ensure their and their sources’ physical protection during an investigation. Sources 

have a right to anonymity and defending that has become difficult with increasing dependence on 

computers and text based online communication. Multiple media organizations have turned to the 

use of encryption as a possible solution and have faced massive pushback from different 

                                                 
18 http://www.newsweek.com/most-nations-americas-laws-muzzle-journalists-report-432286 
19 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017 
20 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017 

http://www.newsweek.com/most-nations-americas-laws-muzzle-journalists-report-432286
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017
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governments through regulation. This issue only gains more traction as democratic states such as 

US, Canada, and Germany have been found surveilling journalists21. Related, if privacy rights are 

decided, the question appears over who can be considered a journalist in the web based news cycle. 

The use of the internet has created an evolving definition of journalist that the international 

community has yet to come to grasps with. It is a major question whether bloggers, social media 

users, and other independent writers deserve the same protections as reporters with respected news 

organizations. This is especially important as the use of internet has caused an erosion in the 

financial structure of traditional news media that puts investigative reporting in jeopardy. A 

reliance on nontraditional reporters to debunk fake news or citizen journalists to expose injustices 

in violent areas is becoming a part of the global press system, and, currently, they can be punished 

by governments but their rights are not guaranteed.  

1.4 Bloc Positions  

Russia, China, and their 

allies are states that hold complete 

control over the press and 

whistleblowers using different 

techniques. These countries have 

no whistleblowing mechanisms, 

high levels of censorship, and 

almost complete domestic control over the media are continuing to expand their influence into the 

media across the world as seen in Ukraine and multiple elections. China is specifically involved 

                                                 
21 https://rsf.org/en/journalism-weakened-democracys-erosion 

 

https://rsf.org/en/journalism-weakened-democracys-erosion
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in control over technology with censorship laws on encryption and social media. In 2016, least 

111 journalists, bloggers, Tibetans, Uighurs, and Falun Gong practitioners were sent to prison with 

the primary crime of criticism on the internet.22 These countries are working towards continuing 

their grasp on the media and holding onto censorship regulations in their countries. Their status as 

superpowers gives them enormous power to stop much progress on this issue. This group could 

also include emerging authoritarian states such as Turkey, Hungary, or Poland. 

The United States, most states of the Europe Union, and allies are states with strong rule 

of law but national security concerns, diminishing attitudes towards press, and varied application 

of existing legal protections23.  There are varying degrees of existing laws towards whistleblowers 

and journalists that are enforced on a case by case basis. For example, the Parliamentary Assembly 

of the Council of Europe called for the EU to extend whistleblowing protection to concerns of 

national security which has not come into effect due to societies in this union that fear further acts 

of terrorism and have cultures against the disclosures24. National security and the fight against 

terrorism are a priority that also create another aspect to this issue and pose many surveillance 

concerns with a complicated relationship towards encryption for journalists. While whistleblowers 

can be prosecuted in these states as seen by the reaction to the case of Edward Snowden, journalists 

for the most part do not have to fear for their physical safety. Yet while individual protections are 

secure, the cultural rights related to the press are hotly debated by this bloc. These states have 

leaders and much of the population who are becoming hostile to the strong press machines counter 

                                                 
22 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017 
23 https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2017-04-26/global-press-freedoms- weakening-group-

warns 
24 https://www.whistleblower.org/press/council-europe-parliamentarians-call-strong-protections -national-security-

whistleblowers 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2017-04-26/global-press-freedoms-weakening-group-warns
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2017-04-26/global-press-freedoms-weakening-group-warns
https://www.whistleblower.org/press/council-europe-parliamentarians-call-strong-protections-national-security-whistleblowers
https://www.whistleblower.org/press/council-europe-parliamentarians-call-strong-protections-national-security-whistleblowers
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to their beliefs and agendas.25 These countries are the traditional defenders of the rights of 

journalists and whistleblowers, but their opinions may have shifted under recent events. 

Smaller authoritarian states are a bloc with cases of extreme individual violence towards 

press and whistleblowers due to government leadership, legal systems, conflict zones, and hostile 

attitudes towards journalists. These states such as Eritrea, Turkey, North Korea, Algeria, Bahrain, 

and Iran pose physical threats towards journalists with legal systems that lead toward their 

imprisonment as some of the most censored countries26. Their leaders many times hold a hostile 

attitude towards the internet including cases of turning it off or not allowing it at all to maintain 

control. Journalists face harassment, threats, and attacks regarding critical coverage of the 

government from both the state and the people as seen in Jordan in the case of Nahed Hattar where 

he was assassinated by vigilantes due to his Facebook cartoons27. An legal system actively working 

against the press along with physical violence make these countries both some of the most 

important and dangerous places to be a journalist. 

1.5 Discussion Questions 

• How can journalists be better protected in war zones and against physical attacks? Is their 

classification as civilians in the Geneva Convention sufficient? 

• How does criticism of the press by leadership in democratic countries influence the rights 

of journalists worldwide? 

• Are domestic and international laws enough to protect whistleblowers and journalists? 

What other steps must be taken to ensure enforcement and protection? 

                                                 
25 https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/feb/25/trump-media-war-committee-protect- journalists-warning 
26 https://cpj.org/2015/04/10-most-censored-countries.php 
27 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/feb/25/trump-media-war-committee-protect-journalists-warning
https://cpj.org/2015/04/10-most-censored-countries.php
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017
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• What steps can be taken to ensure the privacy of journalists and anonymity of sources? Is 

encryption a viable option? 

• How must states balance the public’s right to information with national security concerns? 

• In this digital age, who can be considered a journalist or whistleblower? 

1.6 Key Terms 

• UN Convention Against Corruption 

• Corruption  

• Encryption 

• Impunity 

• Misinformation 

• Disinformation 

• Libel Laws 

1.7 Resources  

• UN Report on Protection of Whistleblowers: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomOpinion/Pages/ProtectionOfSources.aspx 

• Convention Against Corruption: 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/brussels/UN_Convention_Against_Corruption.pdf 

• UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity: 

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/freedom-of-

expression/safety-of-journalists/un-plan-of-action/ 

• HRC Resolution: https://www.article19.org/data/files/SoJ_res_Draft.pdf 

• Freedom House: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017 

• Committee to Protect Journalists: https://cpj.org/ 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomOpinion/Pages/ProtectionOfSources.aspx
https://www.unodc.org/documents/brussels/UN_Convention_Against_Corruption.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/freedom-of-expression/safety-of-journalists/un-plan-of-action/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/freedom-of-expression/safety-of-journalists/un-plan-of-action/
https://www.article19.org/data/files/SoJ_res_Draft.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/freedom-press-2017
https://cpj.org/
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• Combatting Corruption: 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351667415000141 

• Trump’s Media War: https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/feb/25/trump-media-

war-committee-protect-journalists-warning 

• Reporters Without Borders: https://rsf.org/en/journalism-weakened-democracys-erosion 

• Most Censored Countries: https://cpj.org/2015/04/10-most-censored-countries.php 

• Americas Libel Laws: http://www.newsweek.com/most-nations-americas-laws-muzzle-

journalists-report-432286 

• Protections of Journalists in Armed Conflicts: 

https://www.utrechtjournal.org/articles/10.5334/ujiel.bk/galley/37/download/ 

• Complicated Fake News:  https://firstdraftnews.com/fake-news-complicated/  

• Stopping Fake News:  http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-38769996 

• Weakening Global Press Freedoms: https://www.usnews.com/news/best-

countries/articles/2017-04-26/global-press-freedoms-weakening-group-warns 

• PACE Whistleblower Protections: https://www.whistleblower.org/press/council-europe-

parliamentarians-call-strong-protections-national-security-whistleblowers 

• Africa Whistleblower Protections: http://www.dw.com/en/africa-needs-to-catch-up-with-

protection-for-whistleblowers/a-37873356 

• Ghana Whistleblower Law: http://www.dw.com/en/why-are-ghanaians-reluctant-

whistleblowers/a-19441793 

  

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2351667415000141
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/feb/25/trump-media-war-committee-protect-journalists-warning
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/feb/25/trump-media-war-committee-protect-journalists-warning
https://rsf.org/en/journalism-weakened-democracys-erosion
https://cpj.org/2015/04/10-most-censored-countries.php
http://www.newsweek.com/most-nations-americas-laws-muzzle-journalists-report-432286
http://www.newsweek.com/most-nations-americas-laws-muzzle-journalists-report-432286
https://www.utrechtjournal.org/articles/10.5334/ujiel.bk/galley/37/download/
https://firstdraftnews.com/fake-news-complicated/
http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-38769996
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2017-04-26/global-press-freedoms-weakening-group-warns
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-countries/articles/2017-04-26/global-press-freedoms-weakening-group-warns
https://www.whistleblower.org/press/council-europe-parliamentarians-call-strong-protections-national-security-whistleblowers
https://www.whistleblower.org/press/council-europe-parliamentarians-call-strong-protections-national-security-whistleblowers
http://www.dw.com/en/africa-needs-to-catch-up-with-protection-for-whistleblowers/a-37873356
http://www.dw.com/en/africa-needs-to-catch-up-with-protection-for-whistleblowers/a-37873356
http://www.dw.com/en/why-are-ghanaians-reluctant-whistleblowers/a-19441793
http://www.dw.com/en/why-are-ghanaians-reluctant-whistleblowers/a-19441793
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2 Topic 2 – Universal Realization of the Right of Peoples to Self-

Determination 

2.1 Topic Overview 

The Third Committee of the General Assembly, known as the Social, Humanitarian and 

Cultural Affairs Committee, was established in 1945 and consists of all 193 member states along 

with various non-governmental organizations that have obtained observer status. The concept of 

this committee revolves around the idea of discussing, evaluating, and addressing pressing social 

dilemmas in the international status quo. Additionally, the committee is a significant factor in 

determining the agenda for smaller committees and organizations linked with human rights.28  

Since the establishment of the United Nations in 1945 after the end of the WWII, the geopolitical 

landscape has evolved as many states, colonies, and territories have restructured their physical and 

political infrastructures. Some of these include the establishment of new countries, various 

declarations of independence, the emergence of self-governing territories, and decolonization. The 

idea of right to self-determination is one that is vast and frequently challenged. It also curtails the 

proceedings of decolonization, which enables previous colonies to administrate themselves. For 

instance, in the history of India and Pakistan, waging wars and declaring independence from the 

British are examples of self-determination. Moreover, the rebellion administered by Bangladesh 

(formerly known as East Pakistan) to gain freedom and govern itself is also an act of self-

determination. Although self-determination is a universally recognized human right, states and 

individuals do not necessarily always have the opportunity to exercise it, as it can be seen as 

conflicting with state sovereignty.  

                                                 
28 http://www.un.org/en/ga/third/ 

http://www.un.org/en/ga/third/
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The Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO) defines the right to self-

determination as the right that individuals hold to freely “determine their political status and to 

pursue their economic, social and cultural development,” as was established in the Charter.29 From 

this it then follows that sovereign states hold the right to representation and liberty. One of the 

principal aims of this body is to reestablish and clarify the definition of self-determination in the 

framework of current obstacles, principally in context with individual human rights, democracy, 

and state sovereignty. From there, it is then necessary to deliberate upon the strategies that can be 

applied for the promotion of an evocative and diplomatic employment of the right to self-

determination. 

2.2 History and Background 

Self-determination, previously defined as the right to determine political status, does not 

necessary mean the right to a sovereign state. The primary aspect of self-determination is that the 

people can freely determine their status. In practice, self-determination can range from complete 

political independence to full integration within a state. The primary aspect of self-determination 

lies in the fact that the people have a choice, regardless of what the outcome of that choie may be. 

According to the UNPO:  

“For some, the only acceptable outcome is full political independence. This is particularly 

true of occupied or colonized nations. For others, the goal is a degree of political, cultural 

and economic autonomy, sometimes in the form of a federal relationship. For others yet, 

the right to live on and manage a people's traditional lands free of external interference 

and incursion is the essential aim of a struggle for self-determination.30” 

                                                 
29 http://unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf 
30 http://www.unpo.org/article/4957 

http://unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf
http://www.unpo.org/article/4957
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The right to self-determination has been recognized and established by the international 

community since the founding of the United Nations in 1945. In fact, one of the United Nation’s 

principal agendas according to its Charter is  "to develop friendly relations among nations based 

on respect for the principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples31." This establishes 

the high level of importance the UN places on self-determination to this day. Additionally, the 

fifteenth article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states, "everyone has a right to a 

nationality" and that "no one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to 

change his nationality32." As this is one of the guiding documents of modern human rights law, 

this must be considered as nationality can have a major impact on self-determination. In fact, there 

is a significant amount of international legal precedent for the right of self-determination.  

The modern definition of the right to self-determination was set forth in the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights, both of which were established in 1976. Other documents recognizing the right to self-

determination include: “Declaration of Principles of International Law Concerning Friendly 

Relations and Co-operation Among States adopted b the UN General Assembly in 1970, 2, the 

Helsinki Final Act adopted by the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) in 

1975, 3, the African Charter of Human and Peoples' Rights of 1981, 4, the CSCE Charter of Paris 

for a New Europe adopted in 1990, 5, and the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action of 

1993.33” 

In addition to having a firm documentation, the right to self-determination has been tested 

in international courts. The ICJ recognized the right to self-determination in “the Namibia case 7, 

                                                 
31 http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/ 
32 http://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet_en_web.pdf 
33 http://www.unpo.org/article/4957 

http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/
http://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet_en_web.pdf
http://www.unpo.org/article/4957
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the Western Sahara case 8, and the East Timor case 9.34” Hard law related to the right to self-

determination was confirmed by the International Meeting of Experts for the Elucidation of the 

Concepts of Rights of Peoples, which concluded that “(1) peoples' rights are recognized in 

international law; (2) the list of such rights is not very clear, but also that (3) hard law does in any 

event include the right to self-determination and the right to existence, in the sense of the Genocide 

Convention.35” Therefore, self-determination is based not only on guiding documents, but also 

based on recognition in international law.  

Self-determination can relate to many topics including: human rights violations, population 

transfer, religion, ethnicity, colonization, nationality, and culture. For example, human rights 

violations can relate to self-determination, as is the case in South Africa. In South Africa under 

apartheid, “most human rights abuses were the direct result of the apartheid system which denies 

the Black people of the country their right to self-determination.36” Additionally, population 

transfer, as is the issue with Israel and Palestine, regularly disrupts the rights of the individuals 

being relocated but also correspondingly of the people whose territories immigrants are 

occupying37. Furthermore, the right to self-determination is closely linked to the rights of the 

individuals originating from religious and ethnic minorities as well, as can be seen in the modern 

issues of Kurdistan and Palestine. Naturally, nationalist and cultural identity can play a role as 

well, as is the case with Taiwan.  

The United Nations has taken numerous arrangements to assist individuals in executing 

their right to self-determination. For example, the Trusteeship Council has assisted non-self-

                                                 
34 http://www.unpo.org/article/4957 
35 http://www.unpo.org/article/4957 
36 http://www.unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf 
37 “UNPO Conference Report 2/1992, Human Rights Dimensions of Population Transfer, The Hague, 1992” 

http://www.unpo.org/article/4957
http://www.unpo.org/article/4957
http://www.unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf
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governing regions in accomplishing self-governance38. Additionally, non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) assist individuals across the globe in exercising their right to self-

determination alongside the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO), which is 

“comprised of indigenous peoples, minorities, and unrecognized or occupied territories who have 

joined together to protect and endorse their human and cultural rights, to reserve their 

environments, and to find peaceful solutions to conflicts which affect them.”39 

Although the international law is relatively clear that self-determination is an undeniable 

human right, exercising self-determination is frequently challenging because in many cases, the 

liberation of one side establishes a concession from the other side. When one group, currently 

under the sovereignty of a state attempts to exercise self-determination for independence, such a 

move is often seen as an attack on the sovereignty of the current state in power. For example, the 

declaration of Palestine as a state implies the wrongful possession of land by Israel, and the state 

of Israel isn’t keen on giving up the land it currently controls. While the issue of Israel and 

Palestine is one of the better known modern issues of self-determination, there are many others 

including: Tibet, Taiwan, Kashmir, Kurdistan, and continued efforts at decolonization for some of 

the 17 non-self governing territories.40 

2.3 Current Events 

2.3.1 Israel and Palestine 

One of the most pressing dilemmas in the international politics is the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, which truly tests the right of self-determination. The Palestinian struggle largely can be 

traced back to the 1916 with the Sykes-Picot agreement, in which the British and French divided 

                                                 
38 http://www.un.org/en/sections/about-un/trusteeship-council/ 
39 http://unpo.org/section/2 
40 http://www.un.org/en/decolonization/nonselfgovterritories.shtml 

http://www.un.org/en/sections/about-un/trusteeship-council/
http://unpo.org/section/2
http://www.un.org/en/decolonization/nonselfgovterritories.shtml
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control over key regions in the Middle East. From here, Zionism, the movement to create a Jewish 

homeland in the Palestinian region, began. Zionism rapidly increased during the World Wars in 

the 1900’s. As many Jewish people flooded into the area and purchased land, they occupied much 

of the land that had historically occupied by Palestinian Arabs. The UN recognized this as an issue 

in 1947 and developed a plan to partition the land between Israel and Palestine with UN Resolution 

181, which formed the state of Israel and Palestinian territories41. In 1967 the UN further developed 

plans for the land to be partition with resolution 24242. Oddly enough, these actions by the UN can 

be seen as violating self-determination, as an outside power (the UN) made a plan to divide up the 

land, rather than allowing for the people to create their own state(s) and system(s) of government.) 

Today, there is much conflict over Israel and Palestine as an effective two state solution has not 

been realized and much of the land the UN initially designated for Palestine has been effectively 

occupied by Israel.43  

 

                                                 
41 https://www.britannica.com/topic/United-Nations-Resolution-181 
42 http://israelipalestinian.procon.org/view.answers.php?questionID=000473 
43 http://ifamericaknew.org/history/ 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/United-Nations-Resolution-181
http://israelipalestinian.procon.org/view.answers.php?questionID=000473
http://ifamericaknew.org/history/
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Today, the international community generally leans towards the idea of establishing a two-

state solution, with self-governance ensured for Palestine through the mutual acknowledgement of 

Israel and Palestinian sovereignty over their own lands. Many call for Israeli reparations to 

Palestine to ensure compensation for the effects the Israeli settlements have had in occupied 

territories.  

 The United Nations General Assembly does not hold the jurisdiction to grant Palestine 

membership, as it is a prerogative restricted to the United Nations Security Council.  The United 

States, a key member permanent member of the Security Council, has notoriously been recognized 

for vetoing bids by Palestine for the recognition of statehood. In spite of this, the UN has passed 

many resolutions concerning violations of Palestinian human rights44. Perhaps most significantly, 

the United Nations General Assembly granted Palestine (with the bordered established in 1967 in 

Resolution 242) non-member observer status. 

Despite a strong difference in opinion, most international representatives have voted in 

favor of recognizing Palestine as a state. Many nations in the Middle East of Asia do not 

acknowledge Israel’s right to statehood. Although, Israel does have some strong allies that support 

its claim to the land, including the United States.45 

Political Blocs for Israel and Palestine:  

Key Allies of Israel: United States of America, Canada, Micronesia, Marshall Islands, 

Nauru, Palau, Panama, Czech Republic, strong support from Western States 

Key Allies of Palestine: Syria, Lebanon, Turkey, Ireland, Egypt, Pakistan, India, China, 

Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Afghanistan and the rest of the Middle East 

                                                 
44 http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-documents/israelpalestine/ 
45 http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/in-historic-vote-palestine-becomes-non-member-un-state-with-observer-

status-1.481531 

http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-documents/israelpalestine/
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/in-historic-vote-palestine-becomes-non-member-un-state-with-observer-status-1.481531
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/in-historic-vote-palestine-becomes-non-member-un-state-with-observer-status-1.481531
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2.3.2 China and Taiwan 

Although Taiwan was briefly its own kingdom, for the majority of history it hasd the status 

of a colony, a trading post, of any number of other identities in which it lacked sovereignty. 

Contrary to public opinion, the movement for Taiwanese self-determination largely began in 1918 

following WWI, when Taiwan was under Japanese rule. After the Chinese Civil War, the Chinese 

Nationalist Party (KMT) fled to Taiwan, with the Republic of China government. KMT/Roc 

authoritarian rule over Taiwan ultimately gathered resistance as the motion to establish a Republic 

of Taiwan grew. In the 1980’s the ROC shifted toward democracy, and the Democratic Progressive 

Party (DPP) in Taiwan Grew. The KMT 

and DPP conflicted on many levels, 

although they ultimately reached a 

compromise in the 1990’s in which 

Taiwan would have the democracy 

championed by the DPP, yet maintain the 

state institutions established by the KMT. 

Due to this newly established 

government, national Taiwanese identity 

grew.46 

All the while, China maintains sovereignty over Taiwan. China views Taiwan as a 

wayward province, and firmly asserts this under the “One China” principle, on the grounds that 

the defeat of the KMT in the Chinese Civil War gives them control over Taiwan.47 As China is a 

permament member of the Secuirty Council, any attempt to formally recognize Taiwan as an 

                                                 
46 http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/04/11/taiwan-independence-china-republic-huadu-taidu/ 
47 https://www.newsgram.com/china-re-asserts-it-is-against-self-determination-for-taiwan/ 

http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/04/11/taiwan-independence-china-republic-huadu-taidu/
https://www.newsgram.com/china-re-asserts-it-is-against-self-determination-for-taiwan/
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independent country by the UN are generally thwarted. China generally cites UN Resolution 2758 

as formal recognition of its sovereignty over Taiwan, although Taiwanese Independence wasn’t 

particularly an issue in 1971 when the resolution was passed. In addition to veto power, China 

frequently exercises soft power due to its significance in global trade, to prevent other countries 

from recognizing Taiwan (see figure to the right for bloc positions).48 

2.3.3 India and Pakistan 

India and Pakistan dispute over which state has sovereignty over Kashmir, a region that 

lies between the two states. This conflict dates back to the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947, 

and the two states have gone to war three times since partition to fight over control of the territory. 

Pakistan has claimed it deserves control over Kashmir, as is primarily a Muslim region. Religious 

differences were a key aspect of partition, as Pakistan was predominately Muslim whereas India 

is predominately Hindu. On the other hand, India claims it has control of Kashmir, citing UN 

resolution 1172 in 1948. To complicate matters, China also claims control over part of Kashmir. 

While the people of Kashmir are not entirely united on supporting one claim for sovereignty or 

another, over 40% of the adult population 

wants complete independence for Kashmir. 

Hence, this is another major issue of self-

declaration as the people struggle to 

declare their own sovereignty and many 

states compete for power in this important 

region. 49  

                                                 
48 https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/taiwans-un-dilemma-to-be-or-not-to-be/ 
49 https://www.insightonconflict.org/conflicts/kashmir/conflict-profile/ 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/1399992/A-brief-history-of-the-Kashmir-conflict.html 

http://www.cnn.com/2013/11/08/world/kashmir-fast-facts/index.html 

https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/taiwans-un-dilemma-to-be-or-not-to-be/
https://www.insightonconflict.org/conflicts/kashmir/conflict-profile/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/1399992/A-brief-history-of-the-Kashmir-conflict.html
http://www.cnn.com/2013/11/08/world/kashmir-fast-facts/index.html
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The area has developed into a highly contested and controversial dispute with an active 

pro-autonomy crusade fighting against Indian control for a separatist outcome. Numerous terrorist 

organizations are also active in Kashmir and have on numerous occasions attacked the Indian 

administration and civilians. In retaliation, India has tightened up their security in the range. 

During certain occasions, Pakistan has sheltered several of these separatist groups, which has 

escalated the already-tumultuous affiliation between Pakistan and India.50 

 The disputed territory sharing borders with Pakistan and India has been contested to be 

under the jurisdiction of both neighboring nations. An unfriendly peace exists between the two 

sovereign nations as they have resolved to the idea that the people of Kashmir themselves should 

have the right to determine what the future of the region curtails. The people of Kashmir serve as 

the centerfold of cultural bridge between the nations; consequently, the sentiments of the people 

are divided on what the most suitable course of action might be.  

2.3.4 Iraq, Syria, Iran, Turkey, and Kurdistan 

The Kurds number around 30 million people, and they are largely recognized as the largest 

stateless national group in the world.51 The movement for a Kurdish state began in the aftermath 

of WWI, although these hopes have yet to be realized. The Treaty of Lausanne, which divided the 

Ottoman Empire that fell as a result of WWI, made no provision for a Kurdish state. The Kurds 

have a semi-autonomous region in Iraq, and on September 25 there will be a binding referendum 

over the question of independence for the Kurdish region52. Additionally, the Kurdish population 

in Turkey established the PKK in 1978, a group aiming for independence for the Kurdish region 

in Turkey. The movement for Kurdish independence from Turkey has since grown violent, and 

                                                 
50 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-south-asia-16069078 
51 http://thekurdishproject.org/kurdistan-map/ 
52 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/democracy-post/wp/2017/06/28/the-time-has-come-for-iraqi-kurdistan-to-

make-its-choice-on-independence/?utm_term=.a674a9a2907c 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-south-asia-16069078
http://thekurdishproject.org/kurdistan-map/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/democracy-post/wp/2017/06/28/the-time-has-come-for-iraqi-kurdistan-to-make-its-choice-on-independence/?utm_term=.a674a9a2907c
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/democracy-post/wp/2017/06/28/the-time-has-come-for-iraqi-kurdistan-to-make-its-choice-on-independence/?utm_term=.a674a9a2907c
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the Turkish government recognizes the YPG and PYD Kurdish groups as terrorist groups53. In 

Syria, the Kurds battle ISIS, potentially with the aim of ultimately gaining some Kurdish control.54 

 

The movements to establish a Kurdish state ultimately involve many states in the Middle 

East and many Kurdish people. While some hope to achieve self-determination peacefully, others 

are taking up arms. Ultimately, this situation further addresses the issue of self-determination when 

it appears to clash with state sovereignty.  

2.3.5 The Case for Self-Determination 

The cases previously mentioned are just a few examples of the numerous pressing global 

crises being deliberated on by the international community. Additional modern issues over self-

determination include the establishment of a Kurdish state and non-self-governing territories. The 

Universal Right to Self-Determination is a complex ideology to be understood. Elements such as 

religious freedom, as evident in the cases of Israel and Palestine and the dispute over Kashmir, can 

be a major factor in self-determination. Another key factor can be cultural identity, as is the 

                                                 
53 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29702440 
54 http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/08/turkey-syria-kurds-fear-improved-ties-ankara-

washington.html 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29702440
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/08/turkey-syria-kurds-fear-improved-ties-ankara-washington.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/08/turkey-syria-kurds-fear-improved-ties-ankara-washington.html


 

 

UNGA: SOCHUM 2017 

28 

 

situation in Taiwan. Ethnicity can also play a major role in self-determination, as seen by the 

Kurds. Ultimately, it is necessary to develop an approach to self-determination that considers the 

importance of sovereignty to states.  

2.4 Bloc Positions 

All states that have ratified the Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognize the 

Universal Right to Self Determination. However, various states have differing views on each 

situation based on their allies.  

2.5 Discussion Questions 

• What is your state’s foundational background? 

• Was your country a former colony? 

• Has or is your nation participating in traits of imperialism? 

• What is your state’s stance on each one of the aforementioned cases? 

• What alliances does your state have in regard to each crisis? 

• How detrimental is the idea of self-determination if it threatens the current government of a 

particular state and UN representative? 

• Can the international community pass a resolution about actions within a country without 

infringing upon its sovereignty? 

• How should countries deal with the dilemma of indigenous groups? 

• What possible solutions can we come up for each case point mentioned? 

2.6 Key Terms 

• Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO) 

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

• One China Policy 
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• Kurdistan 

• Self-determination 

• Sovereignty 

• Nativism 

• Settlements 

• Zionism 

2.7 Resources 

• http://unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf 

• http://unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf 

• http://unpo.org/content/view/5275/83/  

• http://unpo.org/content/view/220/83/  

• http://www.unpo.org/article/4957 

• http://www.unpo.org/article/4957   

• http://unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf 

• http://unpo.org/content/view/5273/83/   

• http://www.unpo.org/article/4957 

• http://foreignpolicy.com/2011/01/14/breaking-up-is-good-to-do/  

• http://foreignpolicy.com/tag/palestine/ 

• https://www.freetibet.org/  

• http://abcnews.go.com/International  

• https://www.foreignpolicyjournal.com/2012/07/21/kashmir-preparing-for-a-contingency/  

• http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/09/29/kashmir_mass_graves?page=full 

http://unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf
http://unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf
http://unpo.org/content/view/5275/83/
http://unpo.org/content/view/220/83/
http://www.unpo.org/article/4957
http://www.unpo.org/article/4957
http://unpo.org/downloads/Self-determination%20conference%201993.pdf
http://unpo.org/content/view/5273/83/
http://www.unpo.org/article/4957
http://foreignpolicy.com/2011/01/14/breaking-up-is-good-to-do/
http://foreignpolicy.com/tag/palestine/
https://www.freetibet.org/
http://abcnews.go.com/International
https://www.foreignpolicyjournal.com/2012/07/21/kashmir-preparing-for-a-contingency/
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/09/29/kashmir_mass_graves?page=full
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• https://www.insightonconflict.org/conflicts/kashmir/conflict-profile/  

• http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/1399992/A-brief-history-of-the-Kashmir-conflict.html  

• http://www.cnn.com/2013/11/08/world/kashmir-fast-facts/index.html  

 

https://www.insightonconflict.org/conflicts/kashmir/conflict-profile/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/1399992/A-brief-history-of-the-Kashmir-conflict.html
http://www.cnn.com/2013/11/08/world/kashmir-fast-facts/index.html

