20 July 2020

Atrocity Prevention and Outcomes of the
Human Rights Council’s 44th Session
The 44th regular session of the UN Human Rights Council (HRC) was held between 30 June and 17 July 2020. As the
primary international human rights body, the Human Rights Council has the capacity to prevent and respond to mass
atrocity crimes, as systematic violations and abuses of human rights can be an indicator of potential genocide, war
crimes, crimes against humanity or ethnic cleansing. The summary below highlights major outcomes and relevant
dialogues from the 44th session as they relate to the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) populations from such crimes. As
part of the session, the Netherlands delivered a statement on behalf of members of the Group of Friends of R2P. Under
the leadership of Costa Rica, Liechtenstein, Morocco, Qatar, Peru and Switzerland, the HRC also adopted its first
thematic resolution specifically on the Responsibility to Protect. This was the first such resolution ever to be adopted
at the HRC.

RESOLUTIONS
A/HRC/44/L.8 Situation of human rights in Eritrea
The HRC welcomed the report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Eritrea and extended the
mandate of the Special Rapporteur for one year. The HRC called upon the government of Eritrea to cooperate fully with
the Special Rapporteur, including by granting access to the country. The HRC requested the Special Rapporteur present
an oral update to the HRC during an interactive dialogue at its 46th session, and to present a report to the HRC during
an interactive dialogue at its 47th session and to the General Assembly at its 75th session. The HRC further requested
the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) to present an oral update on progress made on
cooperation with the government of Eritrea and on its impact on the situation of human rights in Eritrea during the
HRC’s 46th session. The resolution was adopted by a vote of 24 in favor, 10 against and 13 abstentions.

A/HRC/44/L.10 Situation of human rights in the Syrian Arab Republic
The HRC deplored the military offensive in Idlib province and surrounding areas and noted the recent findings of the
Commission of Inquiry (CoI) that war crimes and crimes against humanity may have been committed during the
offensive. The HRC strongly condemned continued enforced disappearances and arbitrary detentions, which are
widespread in areas where the Syrian government has retaken control. The HRC demanded that the Syrian authorities
and their allies facilitate – and that all other parties to the conflict do not hinder – full, timely, immediate, unrestricted
and safe humanitarian access. The HRC regretted the further reduction in approved crossing points for cross-border
humanitarian aid and urged the Syrian authorities to significantly improve access to prevent further unnecessary
suffering and loss of life. The HRC requested the CoI prepare a report on arbitrary imprisonment and detention in
Syria, to be presented to the HRC at its 46th session. The resolution demanded that “the Syrian authorities meet their
responsibility to protect the Syrian population” and was adopted by a vote of 28 in favor, 2 against and 17 abstentions.

A/HRC/44/L.12 Fifteenth anniversary of the responsibility to protect populations from
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity, as enshrined in the
World Summit Outcome of 2005
The HRC recalled the 2005 World Summit Outcome on its 15th anniversary, especially paragraphs 138 and 139 on the
responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. The
HRC reiterated the responsibility of each state to protect its population and that the international community should,
as appropriate, encourage and help states to exercise this responsibility and support the UN in establishing an early
warning capability. The HRC further recognized the important contribution of the UN human rights system to efforts
in addressing situations in which genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity could be

committed. The HRC decided to convene an inter-sessional panel discussion to mark the 15th anniversary of R2P to
exchange best practices on strengthening national policies and strategies to implement R2P. The HRC further requested
OHCHR to liaise with states, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on R2P, treaty bodies, special procedures, regional
human rights mechanisms and the Global Network of R2P Focal Points, as well as with civil society, to ensure their
participation in the panel discussion. The HRC also requested OHCHR to prepare a summary report on the panel
discussion and to submit it to the HRC at its 48th session and to the General Assembly. The resolution was adopted by
a vote of 32 in favor, 1 against and 14 abstentions.

INTERACTIVE DIALOGUES, DEBATES AND UPRS
Country-specific
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Interactive Dialogue on the High Commissioner's oral update on the human rights situation of Rohingya
people
Interactive Dialogue with the Special Rapporteur on Eritrea
Presentation of the High Commissioner's report on Venezuela under Item 2
Interactive Dialogue with the Special Rapporteur on Myanmar
Interactive Dialogue with the Commission of Inquiry on Burundi
Interactive Dialogue with the Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic
Interactive Dialogue on the High Commissioner's report on Venezuela under Item 4
Enhanced Interactive Dialogue on oral reports of the Sudan and OHCHR
Enhanced Interactive Dialogue on the High Commissioner’s report on the human rights situation in the
Philippines

Thematic
•
•

Interactive Dialogue on the annual report of the High Commissioner
Interactive Dialogue with the Special Representative of the Secretary General on children and armed conflict

ESTABLISHMENT AND EXTENSION OF COMMISSIONS OF INQUIRY AND
SPECIAL PROCEDURES
The HRC extended the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Eritrea for a period of
one year.

ANNEX 1 – Statement by the Group of Friends of the Responsibility to Protect* re: Item 2 - Annual
report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and reports of the Office of the
High Commissioner and the Secretary-General

30 June 2020
Madame President,
I have the honour to deliver this statement on behalf of members of the Group of Friends of the Responsibility to
Protect.
Since the Human Rights Council (HRC) held its last session in March, the world has faced an unprecedented challenge
presented by the global COVID-19 pandemic and its negative impact on human rights around the world. Our thoughts
and prayers go out to all those affected. In this context, we thank the High Commissioner for her tireless efforts to
report on human rights violations and abuses, including those committed in the context of COVID-19, and urge the
international community to protect vulnerable populations around the world.
COVID-19 left already vulnerable and marginalized communities at greater risk. By compounding structural
inequalities and systemic problems, COVID-19 may potentially exacerbate the risk of mass atrocity crimes.
By their very nature, atrocity crimes constitute the most serious human rights violations and abuses. Ensuring the
promotion of respect, protection and fulfilment of human rights contributes to the reduction of risks of atrocity crimes.
OHCHR, the HRC and its mechanisms and procedures, in accordance with their mandates, play a crucial role in
addressing factors that facilitate systematic human rights violations, which often serve as early warning signs of
potential atrocity crimes, and contribute to their prevention.
Madame President,
As we commemorate the 15th anniversary of the Responsibility to Protect since it’s adoption at the 2005 World Summit,
we would like to use this year’s anniversary to underline the role the human rights system plays in upholding and
implementing R2P.
To date, the HRC has directly referred to R2P in 50 resolutions. The UN Secretary-General, in his annual reports on
R2P, has further highlighted the unique role that the United Nations human rights system – OHCHR, the HRC, Treaty
Bodies, Special Procedures and the UPR – can play in the prevention of atrocity crimes.
It is imperative to continue to uphold and implement R2P because while the world is facing a global health crisis, more
than 79.5 million people are displaced globally, many due to conflict, violence and atrocity crimes. In conflict zones
around the world, attacks on civilians and other protected persons continue to be perpetrated by both state and nonstate actors. In this regard, we welcome OHCHR’s strengthened work on recording civilian casualties, as highlighted in
the High Commissioner’s annual report. UN guidance on civilian casualty recording can enhance the protection of
civilians in the context of armed conflict situations, shedding light on behaviour that has the most adverse effect on
civilians and, in some instances, on those responsible.
In this context, we further welcome the statement endorsed by 172 UN member states and observers, including many
members of the GoF of R2P, in support of the UN Secretary General’s appeal for an immediate global ceasefire in armed
conflicts. We want to use this opportunity to once again call on all parties to endorse this call without delay and mitigate
the risks posed by the pandemic. We also call upon all States to put human rights at the centre of peacebuilding and
conflict prevention efforts.
Madame President,
This year marks the 15th anniversary of R2P and also the 75th anniversary of the United Nations. To uphold our
commitment to multilateralism, peace and the protection and promotion of human rights, we call on all member states
to redouble efforts to adhere to their human rights commitments, including taking particular measures to address the
situation of persons in marginalized and vulnerable situations and uphold their individual and collective Responsibility
to Protect.

Thank you.

*Statement delivered on behalf of all members of the Group of Friends of R2P except the United States, which
abstained.

