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TOPIC ONE: STATE VIOLENCE 

Introduction: 

 Over the past few years, the world has witnessed several manifestations of violence 

by states against people of lower social standing. Excessive law enforcement brutality has 

been observed in distinct regions of the globe, from developed nations such as the United 

States to war revolved states like Syria.  

  

 As large-scale state repression is rare (but existent, as in Syria), today’s concern lies 

in the minority groups of people that are being victimized because of their particular 

characteristics and who also might feel underrepresented and marginalized in their state. 

The UNHRC’s goal is to advocate for those socioeconomic minorities and to make sure that 

they are not victims of violence.  

 

Case Studies: 

The past few years have seen a surge of public allegations of police brutality and 

racism in the United States. Although not an entirely recent phenomenon (see: Rodney 

King, 1992), activists have brought public attention to what they argue to be instances of 

racially charged police violence. Prominent examples include Freddie Gray’s death in April 

2015, the death of Eric Garner in 2014, the beating of Richard Hubbard III on August 2017, 

and the shooting of Michael Brown (Benzaquen, 2015). There has been strong public 

backlash to these incidents, including the formation of activist groups such as Black Lives 

Matter. The protests of Colin Kaepernick and other NFL players have brought even more 

attention to this discussion, which has been polarized and divisive.  

 

The Syrian civil war has brought suffering to its people for over five years now. Over 

the course of the war, the Syrian Government has launched over two dozen chemical 

attacks against “opposition-held areas”  which have predominantly affected innocent 

civilians. Not only is the government using regular police forces, but it is also willingly 

launching military operations on its own citizens in what is rapidly descending into a state 

of chaos. The UN Commission of Inquiry on Syrian Arab Republic (an independent branch 

of the UNHRC) says a government warplane dropped sarin on Khan Sheikhoun in Idlib 

province in April, killing more than 80 civilians (Nebehay, 2017). The use of 

unconventional weapons has largely been criticized for its inhumanity by the international 

community and is a violation of numerous treaties on the conduct of conflict.  

 

The Philippines represents yet another case of a government employing extra-

judicial violence against its population,. Prior to assuming office, current Philippine 

president Rodrigo Duterte promised the killing over 100,000 criminals during his first 

semester in office, and has even stated that “If Germany had Hitler, the Philippines would 

have (me).” Currently, men dressed as civilians are reported to carry out the execution of 

“drug-lords” and drug related targets during the night (Hancock, 2017). These crimes often 
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occur in heavily policed areas, which might indicate that these murders occur with an 

indirect compliance of the police force. Many of the operations have been undertaken by 

the police in its anti-drug initiative, however it is highly suspected that non-government-

affiliated people are also carrying out killings (Villamor, 2017). The government has been 

criticized by people all over the world for its circumvention of the rule of law and its almost 

blatant disregard for the human rights of its own citizens. 

  

 Little action has been undertaken to hold states accountable for their discriminatory 

and discretionary use of violence. Many of such actions go directly against the Human 

Rights Standards set forth by the international community. Articles 2 and 3 of the United 

Nations Human Rights Declaration stipulate that “everyone is entitled to all the rights and 

freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, 

sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or 

other status” and “everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person” (United 

Nations General Assembly, 1948). The events that took place in the US and in Syria can be 

analyzed under these two articles. Furthermore, violence in the Philippines, although 

indirect, violates people’s “right to an effective remedy by the competent national tribunals 

for acts violating the fundamental rights granted him by the constitution or by law,” as 

outlined in Article 8.  

 

 States and law enforcement agencies justify the use of violence by claiming that such 

force is required to maintain law and order. For instance, Duterte justifies the usage of 

death squads in the Philippines on the basis that extreme measures must be taken to 

counteract the prevalence of drug trafficking in his state. Similarly, the Syrian government 

maintains that its usage of force is focused towards the opposition, not civilians. Whether 

such uses of violence as a means of maintaining law and order and justified is up for the 

Human Rights Committee to decide at UTMUN 2018. 

 

Guiding Questions: 

 

1. Is a state’s usage of extra-judicial violence justifiable for the maintenance of law and 

order?  

 

2. Which measures can the United Nations implement to perhaps hold states accountable 

when they commit violation of human rights against its own population? 

  

3. Is the absence of police actions a form of aggression towards minority groups? If so, 

how can law enforcement negligence be diminished?  
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TOPIC TWO: THE DEATH PENALTY 
Introduction: 

 The death penalty, also known as capital punishment, is when the state executes a 

person as punishment for a crime. It has historically been undertaken through methods 

such as lethal injection, electrocution, firing squad, and hanging; many countries are now 

moving almost exclusively towards lethal injection, as it is perceived to be more ethical. 

Capital punishment is considered the most severe punishment and is only performed on 

“capital crimes” which typically include murder, treason, war crimes, and genocide 

(Amnesty International). Some countries have also instituted the death penalty for more 

controversial reasons such as adultery, drug trafficking, white-collar crimes, opposing the 

government, and offending or abandoning religion (Amnesty International, 2013). These 

reasons could potentially go against Article 6 of International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights which came into effect in 1976 and state that the “sentence of death may be 

imposed only for the most serious crimes,” showing that there is inter-state disagreement 

on what constitutes a “serious crime” (Office of the High Commissioner, 1976). 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/19/us/police-videos-race.html
http://www.hrw.org/news/2017/03/02/killing-squads-inside-philippines-war-drugs
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/syria-sarin-gas-chemical-attack-april-2017-government-behind-un-a7931896.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/syria-sarin-gas-chemical-attack-april-2017-government-behind-un-a7931896.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/syria-sarin-gas-chemical-attack-april-2017-government-behind-un-a7931896.html
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/IICISyria/Pages/CoIMandate.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf
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According to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, “the death penalty has no place in 

the 21st century”. This remark is reflexive of a global trend away from the death penalty, 

with many countries ceasing to practice the death penalty or abolishing it altogether. The 

number of countries who have abolished the death penalty has grown greatly from 1977, 

when only 16 countries had abolished the death penalty, to now, where that number is 140, 

primarily due to work of human rights organizations (Amnesty International). Advocates of 

the death penalty claim it deters crime, is morally justified, and ensures without doubt that 

the offender will not offend again. Contrarily, the UN Human Rights Office favours the 

abolition of the death penalty because of the right to life, the risk of executing innocent 

people, and the absence of evidence that capital punishment deters crime. There are also 

large costs with criminal investigations and trials that make giving the death penalty a very 

expensive option. Amnesty International also maintains a strong stance against the death 

penalty, stating “the death penalty is cruel, inhuman, and degrading. Amnesty [opposes] the 

death penalty at all times-regardless of who is accused, the crime, guilt or innocence or 

method of execution.” It has also been argued that the death penalty is discriminatory as it 

is disproportionately used against minorities and the impoverished. 

 

Case Studies: 

China: 

China is the world’s largest executioner of prisoners. Although the exact numbers 

remain a state secret, Amnesty International estimates the number is in the thousands, 

more than the rest of the world combined. China’s national database contains only a small 

fraction of the actual number of executions, demonstrating a concerning lack of 

transparency. International human rights organizations are demanding increased openness 

as China currently has a complex secrecy system designed to hide the large quantity of 

executions that take place (Amnesty International, 2017). Though heavily criticized on the 

global scale, capital punishment has widespread support in the country as a means of 

maintaining order. In the past few years, however, there has been a downward trend in 

executions, fueled by a government initiative to reduce instances of capital punishment. 

 

Iran: 

 Iran executes the second largest number of people and the largest proportion of 

people per capita, executing at least 567 people in 2016. Iran’s executions are flooded with 

controversy as it has allegedly carried out executions against minors, despite this being in 

violation of international human rights law. It remains a pervasive problem, especially due 

to rushed trials, biased government workers, and a lack of oversight (Human Rights Watch, 

2017).  Additionally, Iran’s executions are primarily against those with drug violations, 

which the United Nations Human Rights Committee say does not fit under the “most 

serious crimes” requirement (Office of the High Commissioner). They also include crimes of 

a socio-cultural nature, including adultery, blasphemy, homosexuality and prostitution, as 

well as more political ones, like rebellion and dissidence.   
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Capital punishment is legal in 31 US states as well as by the US government and 

military. The US does not execute near as many people as China or Iran, but it is notably the 

only G7 country with capital punishment (Death Penalty Information Center, 2017). In all 

American states, lethal injection is the primary method of execution. As of 2005, the death 

penalty was no longer allowed for juveniles. In different states, the cost for death penalty 

trials is hundreds of thousands or even millions per trial, substantially more than the costs 

of a trial without death penalty. There have also been 160 exonerations from death row 

and many questions regarding the innocence of those who were on death row or have been 

executed, generating concerns around the criminal justice system (Death Penalty 

Information Center, 2017). Furthermore, the United States’ death row has more greatly 

harmed racial minorities with cases disproportionately involving black defendants and 

white victims. The use of the death penalty in the US, however, has decreased, falling from 

the top 5 global executioners for the first time in ten years in 2016 as it killed a relatively 

small number of 20 people in that year, the lowest number since 1991. This coincides with 

a trend towards lesser support with the most recent poll having 55% of Americans in 

support of the death penalty in the case of murder. 

 

Conclusion: 

 The prevalence of the death penalty is decreasing globally, but it still exists in one 

third of societies and poses an ongoing challenge to human rights. Delegates need to decide 

whether the death penalty has a place in the 21st century and if not, how we can go about 

eliminating/restricting its use. 

 

Guiding Questions: 

 

1. Should the death penalty be abolished everywhere? Are there cases where it is 

justified? 

 

2. Is the death penalty a fundamental infringement on human rights?  

 

3. Is a certain form of instituting the death penalty (i.e. lethal injection, electrocution, etc.) 

more humane than others?  

 

4. Why has the death penalty persisted despite evidence that it is ineffective at deterring 

crime? 
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TOPIC THREE: PROTECTION OF THE FREE PRESS 
Introduction: 

 “The disappearance of journalists worldwide, part of a populist campaign against media, is a 

pressing issue for the international community, as the maintenance of free media is integral 

to stable political systems and the fight against authoritarianism.”  

  

 In North America, access to news outlets and the ability for these organizations to 

broadcast freely is a right often taken for granted. Only 14 percent of the world’s 

population enjoys free press, defined as an environment where coverage of events are 

accurate, the safety of journalists are guaranteed and where the government intrudes 

minimally in media affairs (Manuli, 2013). Global press freedom declined to its lowest point 

in 2016; the world’s 10 worst-rated countries and territories being Azerbaijan, Crimea, 

Cuba, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Syria, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan 

(Manuli, 2017). As the concept of “fake news” gains traction in today’s political culture, 

public faith in media is being undermined. This report will concentrate on the safety and 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/death-penalty/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/death-penalty/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2017/04/china-must-come-clean-about-capital-punishment/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2017/04/china-must-come-clean-about-capital-punishment/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2013/04/five-crimes-can-get-you-killed/
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/documents/FactSheet.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/08/15/iran-raising-death-penalty-bar
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/DeathPenalty/Pages/DPIndex.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CCPR.aspx
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security of journalists around the world, investigating their deaths and disappearances, and 

safeguarding the ability of media outlets to broadcast freely.  

  

 The United Nations' 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights states: "Everyone 

has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold 

opinions without interference, and to seek, receive, and impart information and ideas through 

any media regardless of frontiers" While this standard should be upheld in all nations 

around the world, this has not always been the case. 

 

Case Studies: 

Poland: 

The government of Poland has increasingly been trying to consolidate power over the 

media. Elected in October of 2015, the conservative Law and Justice (PiS) party 

government has been under intense scrutiny for its treatment of the press. Since their 

taking power, Poland’s freedom of the press rating from Freedom House has plummeted, 

from “Free” to “Partly Free.” According to Freedom House, this change is, “due to 

government intolerance toward independent or critical reporting, excessive political 

interference in the affairs of public media, and restrictions on speech regarding Polish 

history and identity, which have collectively contributed to increased self-censorship and 

polarization” (Freedom House, 2017). In attempts at undermining the credibility of media 

sources, party leader Jarosław Kaczyński has claimed that the largest Polish broadsheet 

newspaper, Gazeta Wyborcza, was “against the very notion of the nation” (Freedom House, 

2017). The government has also passed legislation that allows them to appoint media 

broadcasters. Over 200 employees have resigned or been fired since these advancements, 

foreshadowing a precarious future for the Polish press. 

 

The United States: 

In the United States freedom of the press is a widely upheld principle, and there are 

a multitude of legal restrictions that protect journalists and freedom of speech. However 

current president Donald Trump has repeatedly ridiculed and attempted to undermine 

media outlets and reporters, waging an informal war against the American mainstream 

media (Freedom House, 2017). His common phrase “fake news,” has become ubiquitous 

with his administration and personal views. Trump’s constant undermining of the press 

has led scholars and specialists to question the implication his threats will have on the 

freedom of media journalism in the country (Taylor, 2017). Comments from Trump, the 

rise of the internet, the lack of new, sustainable outlets, and the recent gap between 

partisan fueled and non-partisan connected sources has fueled public distrust of traditional 

media outlets.  

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_Declaration_of_Human_Rights
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Iran: 

 Iran has been the target of criticism for its treatment of journalists since the election 

of Hassan Rouhani in 2013. Iranian journalists have been detained, arrested, and 

imprisoned for crimes such as “collusion against national security” and “propaganda 

against the state” (Human Rights Watch, 2016). According to Reporters Without Borders, 

Iran is one of the worlds leaders in journalist imprisonment, with at least 46 journalists and 

social media activists behind bars as of January 2016 (Reporters Without Borders, 2016). 

In April 2016, Persian-British journalist Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe was arrested in Iran and 

sentenced to five years in prison for “allegedly plotting to topple the Iranian regime.” Iran’s 

imprisonment of journalists raises serious concerns for global press freedom (Wintour, 

2017).   

 

Situation Today: 

Reporters Without Borders released findings earlier this year stating that reporters 

are under siege—even in countries that were previously deemed as “free press nations.” 

The outlook for journalists has worsened in almost two-thirds of the 180 countries studied. 

In the past five years, the level of media freedom constraints has risen 14% worldwide 

(Erickson, 2017). “Violations of the freedom to inform are less and less the prerogative of 

authoritarian regimes and dictatorships,” the report's authors write. “Once taken for 

granted, media freedom is proving to be increasingly fragile in democracies as well.” This 

decline in media rights may be attributable to the rise of populism and increased 

surveillance. 

 

In the Middle East, long raging wars make reporting a dangerous task, while in the 

Asia-Pacific, prison time for journalists and the lack of clear democratic principles brew 

misinformation and create media “black holes.” While different nations face a variety of 

problems, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

continues to advocate for press freedom around the world, maintaining close ties with 

regional and international media organizations. The UN General Assembly also called for 

“World Press Freedom Day” in 1993, to raise awareness of violations of free press and to 

honour journalists who have risked their lives to bring individuals their daily news 

(UNESCO, 2016).   

 

Conclusion: 

With the increasing restriction of media outlets in nations around the world, 

delegates must come together to find solutions before press credibility disappears from our 

societies. The Human Rights Committee must work to uphold the UN’s Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, along with countries’ specific policies pertaining to media 

freedom, in efforts of ensuring individuals have access to current and accurate news, and 

all journalists are able to practice their trade freely and without harm.  
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Guiding Questions: 

 

1. At what point, under which conditions, would one consider that the government is 

infringing on the right to freedom of information? 

 

2. How does the shift from hard copy newspapers and television broadcasts to online 

news websites/blogs change the discussion around freedom of press? What challenges 

does this evolution present and what benefits does it yield? 

 

3. How has the recent evolving anti-democratic sentiment and rise of populist leaders 

around the world affected the state of the freedom of press? 

 

4. How could one better ensure the safety of journalists in press restricting 

countries/hostile environments? 
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