
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Policy Dialogue  

 

 ‘The Human Rights Council-Security Council relationship: 

strengthening coherence as a key contribution to the UN prevention agenda’ 

  

Background paper for break-out group 1: 

‘The role of the UNHRC and UNSC in building the national resilience of States to 

prevent human rights violations’ 

  

 

The most effective way to prevent crises and conflicts is to prevent human rights violations - especially 

serious patterns of human rights violations - from occurring in the first place. That in turn means 

working with States to build national resilience, through the integrated implementation of their 

international human rights obligations and their commitments under the 2030 Agenda. Though such 

‘upstream’ or ‘primary’ prevention is far more cost-effective than interventions by the UN’s security 

pillar, there has been a general tendency at the UN to overlook this crucial requirement for effective 

prevention. Instead, over time, the concept of prevention at the UN has become ‘securitised’ - i.e. it 

has come to be seen as synonymous with conflict prevention, conflict mediation, and peace-building, 

and thus the sole responsibility of the Security Council and the wider UN security pillar. In particular, 

such a ‘securitised’ understanding of prevention overlooks the mandate of the Human Rights Council, 

as set out in paragraph 5(f) of General Assembly resolution 60/251, to: ‘contribute, through dialogue 

and cooperation, toward the prevention of human rights violations and respond promptly to human 

rights emergencies.’ 

 

This breakout group will explore the distinct and complementary ways the different bodies of the UN, 

and in particular those belonging to the human rights and security pillars, can better coordinate in 

building the national resilience of States in order to ensure preventive, rather than reactive, responses 

to crises and conflicts. Building on these discussions, at a more practical level, the policy dialogue will 

then strive to identify practical steps forward to construct a more coherent relationship between the 

Human Rights Council and Security Council, one built around a common goal: to effectively prevent 

human rights violations, crises, violent conflict and recurrence. To facilitate discussions, participants 

should give (informal) thought to the following broad questions: 

 

- What are the respective roles of the human rights pillar, the development pillar, and the 

security pillar in working with all States to help build national resilience, so as to prevent 

violations from happening in the first place and, in post-conflict settings, to prevent recurrence?  

- How do key UN initiatives such as ‘Sustaining Peace,’ ‘Human Rights Up Front,’ the 

operationalisation of the Human Rights Council’s prevention (5f) mandate, and the ‘Call to 

Action’ on human rights fit together and reinforce one another, including as different ‘working 

parts’ of the Secretary-General’s programme of UN reforms?  

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/60/251


 
 
 
 
 
  
 

- What is the current situation in this regard, and how can inter-pillar cooperation and 

coordination be strengthened in the future so the UN can better work with States to help build 

national resilience? 

- Do the Secretary-General’s development system reforms (which emphasise the integration of 

human rights recommendations into UNSDCFs) and his security pillar reforms (including 

‘Sustaining Peace’) suggest that the UN is ‘moving in the right direction’?  

- How can States best capitalise on the opportunity to secure greater system-wide coherence 

in promoting ‘upstream’ or ‘primary’ prevention, presented by paragraph 4 of UNHRC 

resolution 45/31? 

   

Toward the operationalisation of the Human Rights Council’s prevention mandate 

 

In principle, the Human Rights Council (UNHRC) is perfectly placed to work with all States, through 

cooperation and dialogue, to build national resilience and human rights capacity. However, ever since 

its establishment, the Council has taken an essentially reactive approach to human rights crises. This 

began to change in September 2020, when following a two year consultation process, Uruguay, 

Norway, Sierra Leone and Switzerland secured the adoption of resolution 45/31 that sought to take 

forward proposals to effectively operationalise the Council’s prevention mandate. Notably, this 

resolution requests ‘the Secretary-General to prepare a report analysing the current system-wide 

delivery and financing of, and existing gaps in, technical assistance and capacity-building that support 

the implementation by States of their international human rights obligations and commitments […] and 

to make recommendations in order to improve and scale-up the system-wide delivery and financing 

of technical assistance and capacity-building in the field of human rights with a view to building national 

resilience.’ The resolution thus recognises that the key to fulfilling this ‘primary prevention’ role is to 

better follow-up on and support the national implementation of States’ international human rights 

obligations and commitments, in concert with driving domestic progress towards the SDGs ‘leaving no 

one behind’. As outlined in a URG report this includes securing greater cooperation and dialogue 

under item 10 of the Council’s agenda (on technical assistance and capacity building). 

 

Toward greater coherence across the UN system 

 Discussions between the human rights and security pillars on what ‘an explicit and coherent policy 

framework’ with regard to prevention could look like still need to be substantiated. More broadly, there 

have been few discussions, beyond the Secretary-General’s ‘Call to Action’ and UNHRC resolution 

45/31, about how all three pillars of the UN, including the human rights pillar, should interact with the 

goal of building domestic human rights resilience, particularly through the delivery of human rights 

technical assistance and capacity building support. Fortunately, this status quo has begun to be 

challenged, notably through the concept of ‘Sustaining Peace,’ endorsed by the GA and the Security 

Council in their twin-resolutions on the subject,1 as well as the Secretary-General’s development 

system and security pillar reforms. Notably, the Secretary-General has called for the ‘better use of 

human rights mechanisms […] and their recommendations, by the peace and security and 

development pillars,’ and has ‘welcomed the continued efforts of the Human Rights Council to work 

 
1 GA resolution 70/262 and Security Council resolution 2282 (2016) 

https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/HRC/RES/45/31
https://www.universal-rights.org/programmes/beyond-the-council/interaction-and-coordination-between-global-and-regional-human-rights-mechanisms-2-2/
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2017-01-10/secretary-generals-remarks-maintenanceinternational-peace-and


 
 
 
 
 
  
 

effectively and efficiently with all pillars of the UN system, in support of member States.’ The Secretary 

General has thus recognised that if prevention is to work effectively, the Human Rights Council (along 

with the wider UN human rights system – including the Council’s mechanisms and the High 

Commissioner) and the Security Council (along with the wider UN security pillar – including the EOSG) 

must each fulfill their respective roles in a coordinated manner.  

  

 

 

 


