
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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 3: 

‘The role of the UN General Assembly as a link between the Human Rights 

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

agenda’ 

  

 

As recognised by the Human Rights Council’s (UNHRC) recent landmark resolutions on prevention 

(resolutions 38/18 and 45/31), ‘development, peace and security and human rights are interlinked and 

mutually reinforcing’. In order to leverage this relationship to strengthen the UN’s prevention agenda, 

better cooperation and coordination between the different pillars of the UN, including the UN 

secretariat, is required. A largely overlooked element of such discussions is the role that the main 

deliberative and most representative organ of the UN, the General Assembly (UNGA), can play in 

ensuring a more coherent system-wide and ‘upstream’ approach to the UN’s prevention agenda. 

While, under the UN Charter, the Security Council has the primary responsibility for international peace 

and security, in recent years the General Assembly has increasingly taken upon itself to address 

human rights and humanitarian crises in cases where the Security Council fails to do so as a result of 

political allegiances with permanent members (e.g. Syria). 

This breakout group aims to explore the role of the UNGA in connecting the UN human rights system 

and the UN security pillar, with the aim of fulfilling its system-wide prevention agenda. By gaining a 

greater understanding of the UNGA’s capabilities with regard to prevention, as well as the institutional 

links between the UNGA and the UNHRC on the one hand, and the synergies and opportunities for 

greater cooperation between the UNGA and the UNSC on the other, the discussion aims to determine 

how a greater role of the UNGA in the UN’s prevention agenda may facilitate a more coordinated, 

coherent and effective system-wide response to prevention. More specifically, the policy dialogue will 

explore the following questions:  

- What is the role of the UN General Assembly as a link between the Human Rights Council and 

the Security Council, and, considering ongoing sensitivities around ‘connecting’ the UNHRC 

and the UNSC, should the international community shift the focus of its ‘institutional pathway’ 

for prevention from a predominantly linear one (e.g. UNHRC-SC) to a triangular one (e.g. 

UNHRC-UNGA-UNSC)?  

- Are there historic precedents, (e.g. the human rights crisis in DPRK)?  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- How can the General Assembly support the two Councils in preventing human rights violations 

and crises more effectively? Where do initiatives such as ‘Sustaining Peace,’ ‘Human Rights 

Up Front,’ and the ‘Call to Action’ on human rights, fit into this picture?  

- What is the General Assembly’s place in a more ‘upstream’ conception of the UN’s prevention 

agenda, both on its own, and in combination with the human rights, development and security 

pillars (e.g. via the 2030 Agenda and the ‘Sustaining Peace’ initiative)?  

- What is the role of the General Assembly in addressing early warning signs of crises that are 

not being addressed by the Security Council (for example, where a veto has been applied)? 

- Is there merit in reinvigorating the General Assembly’s ‘Uniting for Peace’ initiative, where the 

Security Council is failing to act to prevent gross and systematic human rights violations, 

atrocity crimes, and conflict? 

- How has Covid-19 impacted the work of all three bodies as well as the resolutions in the 

UNHRC and the Third Committee/UNGA? (e.g. Omnibus) What are lessons learned from a 

year where constructive multilateralism has never been more important for conflict prevention? 

 

The institutional links between the UN General Assembly and the Human Rights Council / 

Security Council 

 

As one of its subsidiary bodies, the UNHRC has clear institutional links with the UNGA. It was 

established by UNGA Resolution 60/251, which mandates the UNHRC to annually report to the UNGA, 

as well as to provide recommendations to it for the development of international law in the field of 

human rights. Furthermore, the UNGA is responsible for electing members of the UNHRC and has the 

authority to ‘by a two-thirds majority […] suspend the rights of membership in the Council of a member 

of the Council that commits gross and systematic violations of human rights.’ The UNGA is ultimately 

the body responsible for overseeing the functioning and working methods of the UNHRC, and is set 

to review, between 2021 and 2026, the status and work of the Council. In addition to the overlap in the 

work of the UNHRC and the UNGA third committee, its fifth committee is responsible for approving 

any budgetary implications stemming from UNHRC resolutions. 

  

As the UN’s body responsible for financial and administrative regulation, the General Assembly 

therefore plays an important role in ensuring greater coherence and effectiveness in the UN’s 

prevention agenda. Furthermore, as the main organ of the United Nations which has full membership 

of the international community, it is uniquely placed to provide the political support to activities of the 

Human Rights Council and ‘upstream’ the UN prevention agenda. In particular, it can help shift the 

narrative around prevention, allocate resources to strengthen the human rights system, formulate 

recommendations for improved compliance with human rights obligations and commitments, better 

link the three pillars of the UN, as well as more generally promote the work of the Human Rights 

Council and mainstream human rights considerations throughout the work of the UN. 

Institutional ties also exist between the General Assembly and the Security Council with, for example, 

the former electing the non-permanent members of the latter. As stipulated in UNGA Resolution 

377A(V), known as ‘Uniting for Peace,’ the UN Charter, particularly Article 11, grants the UNGA 

powers to address threats to the maintenance of international peace and security if the Security 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/60/251
https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/un-charter-full-text/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Council fails to act. Conversely, the Security Council may recommend that the General Assembly 

address a particular issue. With regards to prevention, the UNGA is therefore also a potentially 

significant actor in ‘secondary’ and ‘tertiary’ prevention through its ability to disseminate and respond 

to early warning signals of crises and conflicts by, inter alia, ensuring improved circulation of 

information regarding systematic human rights violations, applying political pressure on the Security 

Council, recommending measures to member States (e.g. sanctions), participating in efforts at 

preventative democracy, mandating fact-finding and accountability mechanisms, and requesting an 

advisory opinion from the International Court of Justice. Finally, as an intergovernmental body that 

advises both the General Assembly and the Security Council on peacebuilding with the aim of 

improving coordination and coherence and cutting through silos, the Peacebuilding Commission is an 

example of how the two bodies interact on matters related to prevention.  

 

 

https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/commission

