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DEFINITION AND ORIGINS
The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) is an international norm based upon the principle that sovereignty
entails a responsibility to protect all populations from mass atrocity crimes and human rights violations.
This concept emerged in response to the failure of the international community to adequately respond
to mass atrocities committed in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s. Developed during
2001 by the International Committee on Intervention and State Sovereignty, this principle was
unanimously adopted in 2005 at the UN World Summit in Resolution 60/01 of 2005 by the UN General
Assembly (paragraphs 138 and 139).
The UNGA subsequently committed to continue consideration of the R2P with its Resolution
A/Res/63/308 of October 2009. The UNSC first affirmed the R2P in Resolution 1674 (2006) on the
protection of civilians in armed conflict.
In January 2009, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon released the UN Secretariat’s comprehensive report
on the R2P, called “Implementing the Responsibility to Protect”. For the following years, the SecretaryGeneral released a new report, followed by another debate in the General Assembly (e.g: 2010: “Early
Warning, Assessment and the Responsibility to Protect”; 2011: “The Role of Regional and Subregional
Arrangements in Implementing the Responsibility to Protect”).
Pursuant to the UN Secretary General’s report of 2015, R2P is organized under three pillars:
* The protection responsibilities of the State: Every State has the Responsibility to Protect its populations
from four mass atrocity crimes: genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing.
* International assistance and capacity-building: The wider international community has the
responsibility to encourage and assist individual States in meeting that responsibility.
* Timely and decisive response: If a State is manifestly failing to protect its populations, the international
community must be prepared to take appropriate collective action, in a timely and decisive manner and
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in accordance with the UN Charter.
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The UNSC has reaffirmed its commitment to the R2P in more than 80 resolutions.
The UNSC has also mentioned the R2P in several country-specific resolutions, such as:

Darfur:

Resolution 1706 in 2006

Libya:

Resolution 1970, Resolution 1973 in 2011, Resolution 2016 in
2011, and Resolution 2040 in 2012

Côte d'Ivoire:

Resolution 1975 in 2011

Yemen:

Resolution 2014 in 2011

Mail:

Resolution 2085 in 2012 and Resolution 2100 in 2013

Sudan and South Sudan:

Resolution 1996 in 2011 and Resolution 2121 in 2013

To prevent atrocity crimes and to protect civilians from their occurrence, the R2P provides a framework
for employing measures that already exist under international law (mediation, early warning
mechanisms, economic sanctions, and chapter VII powers).
However, the use of force under R2P rests solely with the UNSC and has been largely conditioned by
decisions of the P5. The prerogative of the P5 to deny authorization for military interventions (notably
through the use of veto) has indeed been exercised without the application of any normative criteria.
Therefore, R2P and certain implementations of it have come under criticism.

Criticism of R2P
The R2P concept has been criticized for several reasons:
●

First of all, infringement of national sovereignty. This concern is rebutted by the Secretary
General Ban Ki-moon in the report Implementing the Responsibility to Protect.

●

Second, military intervention. Several States have argued that R2P should
not allow the international community to intervene militarily in States,
because to do so is an infringement upon sovereignty. However, R2P is
contained by the authority of the UNSC.

●

Third, the absence of normative prerequisites to intervention. Military
interventions have been authorized without real compliance with the
normative requirements of R2P, and enabled States to carry out
operations in support of R2P that have directly harmed civilians. The
same reasoning applies for the absence of normative checks on inaction.
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UNSC Reform and R2P
The veto power can also be exercised in the context of R2P, without further justifications. It is therefore viewed
as an instrument for the promotion of self-interest, arguably contrary to UN Charter principles (as it is used in
mass atrocity situations), that prevents the UNSC from being efficient. As an illustration, the UNSC has failed to
pass substantive resolutions regarding the situation in Myanmar. The current legal framework has no way of
dealing with situations where the UNSC is ‘unwilling’ or ‘unable’ to protect civilians from atrocities. However, an
amendment of the Charter is itself subject to the veto.
Therefore, on 2 May 2013 the Accountability, Coherence and Transparency (‘ACT’) cross-regional group of small
and medium-sized States aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of the UNSC was launched. Its objective is to
improve the UNSC’s working methods, especially regarding the use of the veto.
In 2015 ACT proposed a “Code of Conduct regarding Security Council action against genocide, crimes against
humanity and war crimes”. The code calls upon all members of the UNSC to refrain from voting against any
credible draft resolution intended to prevent or halt mass atrocities.
Another solution would be to challenge the current lack of accountability on the part of the P5, a process that
emerged from the Uniting for Peace Resolution 377 in 1950. To do so, the UNGA would first need to agree upon
and adopt clear normative criteria for military intervention. The actual intervention could then be guided by
principles of right intention (i.e. protecting civilians), exhaustion of peaceful remedies, proportionality and
reasonable prospects of success.
For more information on R2P and U4P: https://www.irli.net/r2p

SOURCES
Global
Centre
for
the
Responsibility
https://www.globalr2p.org/resources/

to

Protect,

* UNGA Resolutions:
A/Res/60/01
of
2005,
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/
migration/generalassembly/docs/globalcompact/A_RES_
60_1.pdf
A/Res/63/308
of
October
2009,
http://responsibilitytoprotect.org/Resolution%20RtoP%2
83%29.pdf
* UNSC Resolution 1674 (2006) on the protection of civilians in
armed conflict, http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/1674
*UNSC
and
R2P:
https://www.globalr2p.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/01/UNSC-Resolutions-and-Statementswith-R2P-Table-as-of-17-June-2020.pdf
https://www.e-ir.info/2016/09/09/r2p-and-the-normativeaccountability-of-the-un-security-council/
Further readings:
* The UN Security Council’s Responsibility and the
“Responsibility
to
Protect”,
Hitoshi
Nasu,
https://www.mpil.de/files/pdf3/mpunyb_08_Nasu_151.pdf

* Dangerous Liaisons: The Responsibility to Protect and a
Reform of the U.N. Security Council, Nadia Banteka,
Columbia Journal of Transnational Law, Vol. 54, No. 2,
2015,
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=26
01246
* The United Nations Security Council’s Implementation
of the Responsibility to Protect: A Review of Past
Interventions and Recommendations for Improvement,
Jared Genser, Chicago Journal of International Law,
https://cjil.uchicago.edu/publication/united-nationssecurity-council’s-implementation-responsibility-protectreview-past
On Humanitarian Intervention
*NATO, Kosovo and ‘humanitarian intervention’ in The
Kosovo crisis and the evolution of post-Cold War
European security . Paul Latawski and Martin A. Smit,
2018.
https://www.manchesteropenhive.com/view/9781526137
784/9781526137784.00007.xml
3
* Kosovo: the implications for humanitarian intervention,
Richard Caplan. https://www.fmreview.org/kosovo/caplan

