
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 2: 

‘Strengthening the UN’s early warning and early response capacity in order to 

prevent human rights crises, and conflicts’ 

  

Since patterns of human rights violations are known to be a good indicator of an impending crisis and 

potentially, violent conflict, greater interaction and improved flow of information between the human 

rights system and the security pillar is pivotal for the effective fulfilment of the UN’s prevention agenda. 

This has been widely recognised in the aftermath of the international community’s failure to act on 

early warning information of systematic human rights violations in situations such as Rwanda, Sri 

Lanka, Burundi and, most recently, Myanmar. 

This breakout group aims both to distinguish the unique responsibilities of the Human Rights Council 

and the Security Council with respect to ‘secondary prevention’ (early warning and early response) 

and ‘tertiary prevention’ (preventing the imminent outbreak of violent conflict, making peace, and 

preventing recurrence) as well as to discuss how both Councils can ensure a more coordinated UN 

response in these areas. 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. With this aim, the breakout 

group will consider, inter alia, the following broad questions:  

- What are the current respective roles of the Human Rights Council and the Security Council 

in early warning and early response, on the one hand, and in preventing the imminent outbreak 

of violent conflict on the other?  

- How have the two bodies ‘connected’ in the past on human rights situations of concern, 

including crises and conflicts.  

- What are the different ways in which the two Councils might improve their coordination in the 

future, in order to build a more coherent and effective approach to emerging situations of 

concern?  

- What kinds of ‘inputs’ from the UNHRC, both informal and formal, would the UNSC find useful 

in furtherance of its mandate to prevent the imminent outbreak of violent conflict, and atrocity 

crimes?  

- How can OHCHR and the Human Rights Council take forward paragraphs 5, 6 and 7 of 

resolution 45/31 in a way to effectively contribute to the prevention of further violations and/or 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a deeper crises, and in a manner that provides useful ‘inputs’ into the deliberations of the 

Security Council?  

- How to ensure that paragraphs 8 and 9 help build an effective channel of information exchange 

and coordination between the UNHRC and UNSC?  

- How, and to what extent, does the High Commissioner for Human Rights feed early warning 

information about patterns of human rights violation into relevant horizon scanning processes 

in the UN secretariat in New York (e.g. regional months reviews - RMRs)? 

- What role do the Human Rights Council’s accountability mechanisms play in acting as a 

deterrent against further violations, helping secure justice in countries on the agenda of the 

Security Council, and avoiding recurrence; and to what degree is the work and output of these 

mechanisms integrated into the work and output of the Security Council? 

  

Towards greater system-wide coherence and coordination in ‘secondary’ and 

‘tertiary’ prevention 

To-date successive efforts to improve the UN’s prevention agenda have mainly focused on ‘tertiary 

prevention’ reforms (preventing the imminent outbreak of violent conflict, peace-making, and 

preventing recurrence) rather than ‘primary prevention’ (national resilience building) or ‘secondary 

prevention’ (early warning and response). Although this has gradually led the Security Council to take 

a more comprehensive view of conflict prevention, including early-warning mechanisms (e.g. horizon 

scanning exercises), mediation efforts, a focus on disarmament, transitional justice, and post-conflict 

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

of the UN, most notably its development and human rights pillars, to prevention.  

Over the past five years, the contributions of the development and human rights pillars have begun to 

be increasingly acknowledged - a process that has sped up with the appointment of  Secretary-General 

António Guterres, who has prioritised prevention, and consistently pressed for an ‘all pillar’ approach 

(as evidenced most clearly in his security pillar reforms, and especially the emphasis on ‘Sustaining 

Peace’). 

OHCHR and the Human Rights Council are, in principle, perfectly placed to play a leading role, within 

the UN system, in receiving and rapidly analysing early warning information from the field, in order to 

identify persistent patterns of violations that may point to an emerging crises, and then to act upon 

that information in order to engage, through cooperation and dialogue, with the concerned country and 

region. It is with this background in mind that the Human Rights Council has recently taken upon itself 

to improve its ability - and the UN’s ability more generally - to respond in a timely manner to patterns 

of human rights violations. Following a two year process of consultations on how to operationalise its 

prevention mandate, the UNHRC adopted resolution 45/31, which offers an auspicious opportunity to 

examine in greater detail how to better connect the early warning mechanisms of the UN’s human 

rights pillar with the security pillar and ensure a more coherent and coordinated approach to 

prevention. 

https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/HRC/RES/45/31


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notably, the resolution requests the High Commissioner for Human Rights to continue to strengthen 

the capability of her Office ‘to identify, verify, manage and analyse data and early warning signs 

emanating from all sources’ and to ‘bring that information to the attention of the members and 

observers of the Human Rights Council in a manner that reflects the urgency of the situation and that 

maintains space for dialogue and cooperation with the State and region concerned, including through 

briefings’. In a pointer towards preventative diplomacy, the resolution recognises that the Council ‘may 

resort, on a case-by-case basis and where appropriate, to work formats that enhance dialogue and 

cooperation with the State and region concerned, with the aim of addressing the root causes of and 

preventing further human rights violations and responding promptly to human rights emergencies.’ It 

further requests the ‘Secretary-General to bring regularly to the attention of the relevant bodies of the 

United Nations, reports of the Human Rights Council relevant to prevention’ and invites ‘the Chair of 

the Peacebuilding Commission, commencing in 2021, to brief, on an annual basis, the Human Rights 

Council.’ These are promising developments, which are in line with Secretary-General, Antonio 

Guterres’ efforts to prioritise prevention at the UN, and to integrate this priority across the different 

streams of his reform agenda. 

 

 

 


