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Concept note 

  

Strengthening the United Nations’ capacity to prevent human rights violations and the emergence of 

crises – and ultimately violent conflicts – is a priority for the UN Secretary-General António Guterres 

and central to many of his reform efforts. In recent years, the United Nations has undergone a 

paradigm shift in its understanding of the concept of prevention and how it perceives its role in 

promoting it. Recent landmark Human Rights Council resolutions (38/18 and 45/31), as well as the 

Secretary-General’s ‘Call to Action’ on human rights and his most recent reports to the Security 

Council and GA on ‘Sustaining Peace,’ recognize that transforming the UN into an organisation that is 

able to prevent, as well as respond to, human rights violations, crises and conflicts, requires reforms 

at multiple levels, each of which demand close cooperation and coordination between the three pillars 

of the UN as well as the Secretariat. However, to-date, discussions on prevention in the Human Rights 

Council and the Security Council have taken place largely in silos. In Geneva, the HRC’s prevention 

mandate (as per paragraph 5f of GA resolution 60/251) has been the focus of discussions at recent 

Glion Human Rights Dialogues and have led to the adoption of two important resolutions on the 

contribution of the HRC to the prevention of human rights violations, one of which was adopted only 

last month at the HRC’s 45th session. This presents an opportune moment to reflect on how the 

relationship between the two Councils, as well as that of the wider security and human rights pillars, 

can be enhanced in the realm of prevention. Against this backdrop, this policy dialogue seeks to 

identify concrete steps toward the construction of a more coherent relationship between the Human 

Rights Council and Security Council, built around a common goal: to effectively prevent human rights 

violations, crises, violent conflict and recurrence. 

 

Background 

  

The relationship between the UN’s human rights pillar and its security pillar has always been 

controversial. Given fundamental differences among member States’ interpretation of what prevention 

entails, as well as, historically, significant shortcomings in the UN’s prevention architecture, the UN 

has traditionally adopted a reactive approach to emerging crises. Over time, due to this narrow conflict-

fixated perspective, the concept of prevention at the UN has become ‘securitised’ – synonymous with 

the prevention of violent conflict, conflict mediation, and post-conflict peacebuilding – and thus the sole 

responsibility of the Security Council and the wider UN security pillar. This viewpoint ignores an 

important truth increasingly recognised by the international community and reflected as such in 

important UN reports and initiatives related to prevention: for prevention to work, each of the UN’s 

three pillars must be fully involved and each must make a meaningful contribution in line with their 

particular mandate.  

https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/RES/38/18
https://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/RES/45/31
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/The_Highest_Asperation_A_Call_To_Action_For_Human_Right_English.pdf
https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/content/report-secretary-general-peacebuilding-and-sustaining-peace-2020
https://www.universal-rights.org/urg-policy-reports/the-prevention-council-the-business-case-for-placing-human-rights-at-the-heart-of-the-uns-prevention-agenda/
https://www.universal-rights.org/urg-policy-reports/the-prevention-council-the-business-case-for-placing-human-rights-at-the-heart-of-the-uns-prevention-agenda/
https://www.universal-rights.org/the-glion-human-rights-dialogue/


 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

While successive Secretaries-General have made seminal contributions to understanding what 

prevention means for the UN and the principal barriers to its realisation, most of those efforts have 

focused on ‘conflict prevention’ and therefore something to be carried out, principally, by the Security 

Council. Though this has gradually led the Security Council to take a more comprehensive view of 

conflict prevention including through early-warning mechanisms (e.g. horizon scanning exercises), 

mediation efforts, a focus on disarmament, transitional justice, and post-conflict peacebuilding, these 

reform efforts have largely overlooked the more ‘upstream’ contribution that other parts of the UN, 

most notably its development and human rights pillars, can and should make to prevention. This 

tendency to ignore the contributions of the development and human rights pillars toward prevention 

has begun to be challenged in recent years, as Guterres has prioritised prevention and consistently 

(though perhaps still insufficiently) pressed for an ‘all pillar’ approach. This new emphasis is evidenced 

most clearly in the reforms of the security and development pillars, and their particular emphasis on 

‘sustaining peace.’  

 

Objectives of the policy dialogue   

  

This two-day policy dialogue, co-organised by the Permanent Missions of Germany in Geneva and 

New York, with the support of the Universal Rights Group (URG), will convene around 75 human rights 

experts and practitioners from Permanent Missions in New York and Geneva, representatives of UN 

agencies and the Secretariat, academics, civil society, and independent experts, with the aim of 

providing an informal and open space for exchange (under the ‘Chatham House’ rule of non-

attribution) to generate new and innovative thinking around the topic. For a breakdown of the full 

programme, please see the programme. The discussion will feed into an analysis being conducted by 

URG on the relationship between the Human Rights Council and the Security Council, which will 

culminate in a policy report proposing practical steps that can be taken by States and other 

stakeholders to strengthen coherence and turn the UN into an effective force for prevention, in line 

with the Secretary-General’s reform agenda.  

 

Questions to be considered during the policy dialogue are as follows: 

 

1. What is the current role of the Human Rights Council and the Security Council in 

strengthening the national resilience of States to prevent human rights violations from 

happening in the first place  and, in post-conflict settings, in building the national resilience of 

States for purposes of non-recurrence? 

 

2. What concrete steps are the Human Rights Council and the Security Council taking in early 

warning and early response, and preventing the imminent outbreak of violent conflict? 

 

3. What role does the UN General Assembly play as a link between the Human Rights Council 

and the Security Council to strengthen coherence of the UN prevention agenda? 

 


