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Executive Summary

I
n 2005, the heads of state and government of United Nations member states assembled for the

World Summit, which formally adopted the responsibility to protect populations from geno-

cide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. Since 2005, the United Nations

has moved from the affirmation of this principle to an extensive discussion of its scope and sub-

stance and, more recently, toward turning promise into practice.

During January 15-17, 2010, the Stanley Foundation convened a conference in Tarrytown, New

York, to discuss the way forward in implementing the Responsibility to Protect. The meeting pro-

vided a forum for reflection and discussion among representatives of United Nations member

states, Secretariat officials, and experts on this important topic. The conference started with a

keynote address by United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon. This summary highlights key

conclusions and recommendations that surfaced in the course of three days of substantive dialogue.

The full report, which follows this summary, provides a more detailed synthesis of the discussions

at the conference.

The secretary-general has posited that the Responsibility to Protect consists of three coequal and

mutually reinforcing pillars:

1. The responsibility of each individual state to protect its population from genocide, war crimes,

ethnic cleansing, crimes against humanity, and their incitement.

2. The responsibility of the international community to encourage and help states to exercise this

responsibility and to help states build capacity to protect their populations, as appropriate.

3. The responsibility of the international community to be prepared to take collective action, in a

timely and decisive manner in accordance with the United Nations Charter, on a case-by-case

basis, and in cooperation with relevant regional organizations as appropriate, should the above

preventive means be inadequate and national authorities are manifestly failing to protect their

populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity.

The secretary-general outlined a strategy for implementing the Responsibility to Protect in his report

submitted to the General Assembly in January 2009. The General Assembly discussed the report in

July 2009 and, two months later, it adopted its first resolution on this concept by consensus.



The Current Political Climate for Fully Implementing the Responsibility to Protect
As the secretary-general stressed in his address to the conference, five years after the adoption of

the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document, no state disavowed its responsibility to protect its

populations from mass atrocities. However, consensus on the Responsibility to Protect in 2005 did

not signify universal support for this concept among member states. Five years later, consensus on

the Responsibility to Protect has greatly expanded and deepened. This trend is evidenced by the fact

that, last summer, a very substantial majority of the United Nations member states spoke out in

favor of the Responsibility to Protect at the General Assembly debate. Moreover, the United

Nations membership generally viewed the secretary-general’s report as balanced.

However, significant concerns about the Responsibility to Protect persist among part of the United

Nations membership. These worries are most pronounced with regard to the coercive element of

the third pillar of the concept. Three distinct issues are at the heart of these worries. First, some

states fear that the great powers could abuse the Responsibility to Protect. Second, there are con-

cerns that the United Nations Security Council may apply this concept selectively. Third, a number

of states are apprehensive that the scope of the responsibility could be expanded beyond genocide,

war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity at some point in the future.

What Near-Term Implementing Actions and Steps are Needed?
There is great interest at the United Nations in moving forward toward the implementation of the

Responsibility to Protect. Two trends emerged from the discussions at the conference. First, the

United Nations should take specific implementing actions to move forward incrementally in oper-

ationalizing the Responsibility to Protect. Second, the secretary-general must continue his discus-

sions in order to offer reassurance and explanations in response to concerns expressed by a num-

ber of member states. At the conference, discussions on near-term actions to implement the

Responsibility to Protect crystallized around five topics, each of which will be addressed in turn.

Developing an Early Warning and Assessment Capability at the United Nations

The 2005 World Summit agreed, in paragraph 138 of the Outcome Document, that the interna-

tional community should support the United Nations in establishing an early warning capability for

mass atrocities. There was broad agreement on the need for a focal point at the United Nations

which could gather and assess all information related to mass atrocities available throughout the

United Nations system. Another important function of early warning would be the mobilization of

the United Nations and of regional and subregional arrangements in the event of an unfolding or

impending mass atrocity.



The main challenge in successfully conducting early warning consists in the accurate assessment

of all available information. Different speakers emphasized that the early warning capability has

to conduct its work objectively, in a balanced manner and in accordance with the highest stan-

dards of integrity.

Conference participants agreed that a United Nations early warning capability should be located

independent of any existing department and in close proximity to the secretary-general. A number

of speakers favored situating the early warning focal point in the proposed joint office of the

Secretary-General’s Special Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide and the Responsibility to

Protect. One participant cautioned that, as a relatively small entity, this office might confront chal-

lenges in gathering timely information from throughout the United Nations system.

Improving the Capability of the United Nations for Emergency Response Including Timely
Decisions and Action

Conference participants agreed that emergency response under the third pillar of the Responsibility

to Protect may involve several United Nations entities. In taking action, each United Nations organ

has to respect the authority of other bodies under the United Nations Charter. The Security Council

is endowed with considerable discretion in the exercise of its primary responsibility for the main-

tenance of international peace and security, in accordance with Chapters VI, VII, and VIII of the

Charter. At the same time, it has to observe the conditions for collective action related to the

Responsibility to Protect which are listed in paragraph 139 of the 2005 World Summit Outcome

Document. The General Assembly has to discuss the normative aspects of the Responsibility to

Protect, but it can also play an operational role in specific crises involving mass atrocities, acting

under Chapter IV or Article 35 of the Charter or in accordance with the “Uniting for Peace” pro-

cedure. Several speakers pointed to universal membership in the General Assembly as a compara-

tive advantage vis-à-vis the Security Council, concluding that the former should play a very active

role in emergency response.

At the first instance, member states look to the secretary-general to interpret an unfolding crisis, to

issue warnings, and to make use of his good offices. The early warning capability should transmit

its reports to the secretary-general, who would then inform the intergovernmental organs of the

United Nations and regional arrangements about present or impending mass atrocities. When a sit-

uation is at the verge of manifest failure to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic

cleansing, and crimes against humanity, the secretary-general may convene a standing group of

high-rank officials from departments and agencies who need to respond to the crisis. This group

should not filter the assessments prepared by the early warning capability, but its meeting should



ensure that the secretary-general will see the full panoply of policy options before deciding which

recommendations he will put forward to intergovernmental organs.

Establishing a Joint Office Working on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect

A number of speakers expressed support for the secretary-general’s plan to move ahead with oper-

ationalizing a joint office of his Special Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide and the

Responsibility to Protect. The office could bring together and assess information on precursors of

mass atrocities from throughout the United Nations system and mobilize timely action by national

governments (pillars I and II) and from regional organizations and the United Nations (pillars II

and III). Moreover, the office should promote making the Responsibility to Protect part of standard

operating procedures across the United Nations system. It should also reach out to countries con-

cerned, neighboring states, and serve as a focal point for cooperation with regional and subregion-

al arrangements on the prevention of, and response to, mass atrocities.

The joint office should be small, and it should include senior staff. It would be preferable to finance

the joint office through a regular budget appropriated by the General Assembly than to fund it

entirely through a trust fund that received voluntary contributions. Two speakers suggested that the

General Assembly may favor a gradual increase in the size of the office over the immediate opera-

tionalization of the office at full capacity.

Making the Responsibility to Protect Operational Throughout the United Nations System

A number of conference participants agreed that the Responsibility to Protect should become part

of standard operating procedures throughout the United Nations system. The concepts underlying

the Responsibility to Protect should be diffused to, and internalized by, United Nations departments

and agencies whose work relates to mass atrocities. The secretary-general’s leadership is extremely

important for successfully pursuing this objective.

United Nations staff in the field should be mindful of possible threats of mass atrocities, and they

need to convey information about precursors of mass violence to their headquarters. The Universal

Periodic Review could offer states an opportunity to declare how the Responsibility to Protect is

embedded in their national political culture. The Human Rights Council could request a report

from the High Commissioner on Human Rights on how her office implements the Responsibility

to Protect. The Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) could ask United Nations agencies to

report on steps to integrate the objectives of the Responsibility to Protect into their work. The

reviews of the Peacebuilding Commission and the Human Rights Council offer an opportunity to

“normalize” the Responsibility to Protect throughout the United Nations system.



Encouraging and Improving United Nations, Regional, and Subregional Interaction and
Communication

Conference participants agreed that regional and subregional arrangements can play a critical role

in implementing the Responsibility to Protect. The United Nations should work closely with region-

al organizations on the prevention of mass atrocities. The joint office could reach out to regional

organizations and ensure that they incorporate the principles underlying the Responsibility to

Protect into their work. While regional organizations should respect the requirement of prior

Security Council authorization of coercive action under Chapter VIII of the United Nations Charter,

they often serve as a second layer of protection when governments do not fully live up to their own

responsibility to protect. One speaker pointed out that the international community can learn from

Africa, the region which pioneered the normative development of the Responsibility to Protect as

well as its operationalization through the African Peer Review Mechanism, the formation of The

African Standby Force, the adoption of the first convention protecting internally displaced persons,

and other initiatives.

Ongoing Needs for the Full Implementation of the Responsibility to Protect
Encouraging States to “Own” Their Responsibility to Protect Populations and to Build Capacity
for Effectively Doing So

The primary responsibility to protect populations from mass atrocities lies with each government.

A priori, the international community should pursue nonconfrontational ways of engaging govern-

ments that face protection deficits. However, the way states discharge their responsibility to protect

affects their ownership of the steps needed to avert mass atrocities. When a state is unable but will-

ing to meet the standard of sovereign responsibility, the international community can offer its assis-

tance and encouragement in a cooperative manner. However, if a state is genuinely unwilling to pro-

tect its population, or if its government is perpetrating mass atrocities, it may well refuse to engage

constructively with regional and international organizations seeking to ensure the safety of its pop-

ulation. In this case, the international community may have to pursue more robust action.

Both unwillingness and inability to protect populations from mass atrocities are rooted in a lack of

good governance. The United Nations and its regional partners should help states improve their

governance to prevent situations where they prove unwilling or unable to protect their populations.

Peacebuilding support and development assistance can both make a major contribution to attain-

ing this objective. International criminal tribunals and hybrid courts seek to work consistently with

the Responsibility to Protect, but the pursuit of justice in societies afflicted by mass atrocities often

raises delicate questions.



Ongoing Consideration of the Responsibility to Protect by the General Assembly

The General Assembly is the appropriate forum for continuing the intergovernmental dialogue on

the Responsibility to Protect. The General Assembly should periodically consider this concept and

turn it into a normal part of its work, devoting regular discussion to it in accordance with para-

graph 139 of the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document. Thereby, the General Assembly should

continue addressing the concerns of some member states on the implementation of the

Responsibility to Protect. The secretary-general should submit periodic reports on the implementa-

tion of this concept to the General Assembly.

Next Steps
• The Policy Committee of the Secretary-General is considering the Responsibility to Protect at its

meeting at the end of March. After that meeting, the secretary-general will make his decision on

proposals presented by his Special Adviser on the Responsibility to Protect. The secretary-gener-

al’s special adviser is conducting informal consultations with member states prior to the policy

committee meeting.

• The Friends of the Responsibility to Protect could organize a meeting that could also be open to

nonmembers. The meeting could provide a forum for discussion. It could feature presentations by

experts from regional and subregional organizations confronted with the challenge of preventing

mass atrocities who would share their experiences.

• By September 2010, the secretary-general should prepare a concept note providing more detail on

his intentions regarding the next steps in the implementation of the Responsibility to Protect. The

concept note should specify the institutional set-up desired by the secretary-general. If the secre-

tary-general decides to move ahead with the operationalization of the joint office of his Special

Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide and the Responsibility to Protect, he should outline the

work of the office and its relationship to the United Nations system and to regional and subre-

gional arrangements. The concept paper should seek to inform ongoing discussions among mem-

ber states without prejudicing their deliberations. The secretary-general should consult member

states while drafting the concept note.

• To implement the Responsibility to Protect at the United Nations, the president of the General

Assembly should host an informal session in the summer. At this session, the secretary-general

should explain which future steps he intends to take. The General Assembly meeting should be

informal and interactive. Rather than featuring a broad review of the Responsibility to Protect,

which was conducted last year, the session should focus on specific implementing actions such as

early warning and assessment capacity.



• Depending on the outcome of further consultations and of the General Assembly meeting, the sec-

retary-general should consider seeking the approval by the General Assembly for a regular budg-

et for a joint office of the Secretary-General’s Special Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide and

the Responsibility to Protect.

• The secretary-general should remain strongly committed to moving forward with the imple-

mentation of the Responsibility to Protect while continuing to seek suggestions from all mem-

ber states on the best way for the United Nations to turn the promise of protection from mass

atrocities into action.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The rapporteur, Christoph Mikulaschek, prepared this report following the conference. It contains 

his interpretation of the proceedings and is not merely a descriptive, chronological account. Partici-

pants neither reviewed nor approved the report. Therefore, it should not be assumed that every 

participant subscribes to all recommendations, observations, and conclusions. 
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THE SECRETARY-GENERAL 
-- 

REMARKS AT STANLEY FOUNDATION CONFERENCE 
ON “IMPLEMENTING THE RESPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT” 

Tarrytown, 15 January 2010 
 

President Stanley, 
Excellencies, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
 Thank you, Dick, for those kind words. 
 
 You and the Stanley Foundation are good friends of the United Nations.  Over the 
years, you have made invaluable contributions on many of the main issues on the UN 
agenda.  Now, you are helping to improve international understanding on the 
responsibility to protect.  Once again, you have convened the right group to talk about the 
right issue at the right time. 
 
 For the responsibility to protect, 2009 was a watershed year.  Together, we – the 
Member States, civil society, and the Secretariat – worked to transform the responsibility 
to protect from a noble aspiration to a plan of action to prevent genocide, war crimes, 
ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. 
 
 This year, we have both an opportunity and an obligation to take further critical 
steps towards implementation.  In doing so, we can send a clear signal that the United 
Nations is determined to turn words into deeds when it comes to protecting people from 
mass atrocities and other grave violations of human rights. 
 
 As you know, in July the General Assembly held a thoughtful debate on the ideas 
presented in my report on Implementing the Responsibility to Protect.  Important 
questions were raised about how some parts of the strategy should be operationalized.  
But the points of agreement far outnumber the differences.  The subsequent adoption of 
resolution 63/308 by consensus reflects the Assembly’s determination to move forward. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
 There is still much we do not know about how to prevent atrocity crimes.  To help 
fill the knowledge gap, my two Special Advisers, Professors Luck and Deng, are 
commissioning case studies of good and best practices from around the world. 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

 

 We should also be modest about the capacity of international institutions to 
substitute for domestic ones.  Our goal is not to undermine the sovereignty of the state 
but to help it meet its core protection responsibilities to its people.  No government has 
renounced those responsibilities.  Indeed, speaker after speaker at the Assembly debate 
reaffirmed the full range of commitments made at the highest level at the 2005 World 
Summit. 
 
 That said, we do know three things. 
 
 First, societies and economies take many years to recover from mass violence.  
The scars do not heal easily.  Too often, they define the fault lines for future cycles of 
retribution.  They can foster both domestic and transnational conflict. 
 
 The prevention of mass atrocities demands a system-wide UN effort.  Goals 
related to the responsibility to protect should also inform our development and 
peacebuilding work, not just our efforts in the areas of human rights, humanitarian 
affairs, peacekeeping and political affairs. 
 

This means we are in the market for good ideas on how to mainstream the 
responsibility to protect in the UN system’s work.  Member States should likewise focus 
on how to accomplish this in their national assistance policies. 
 
 Second, we know that regional and sub-regional arrangements have critical roles 
to play in both prevention and protection. 
 
 Earlier this week, I hosted a retreat with the heads of regional and other 
organizations.  I was impressed by the prospects for strengthening such collaboration.  In 
Africa and Europe, the possibilities for joint efforts to implement the responsibility to 
protect are well advanced, in other regions less so.  I have asked my two Special Advisers 
to explore what more we can do. 
 
 Third, we know that while prevention must be our first and foremost objective, 
we need to be prepared to act “in a timely and decisive manner” should prevention fail. 
 
 As the 2005 Outcome Document and my report underscore, we should look to the 
full range of tools that are available under Chapters VI, VII,and VIII of the United 
Nations Charter.  The key is an early and flexible response tailored to the specific 
circumstances of each case.   
 
 The outcome document also focused on another crucial element – early warning.  
The assembled leaders called on the international community to “support the United 
Nations in establishing an early warning capability.” 
 
 The Annex to my report outlines how we might begin to go about this. 
 



 
 

 

 
 

  

  After all, the UN system does not lack information.  The problem is assembling 
the relevant information in one place and assessing it from a responsibility to protect 
perspective. 
 
 In addition, the Office of the Special Adviser for the Prevention of Genocide 
already does this through the lens of one of the four atrocity crimes. 
 

It would thus make sense to have a joint office on genocide prevention and the 
responsibility to protect, whose functions would include early warning and assessment 
and which would have direct access to me. 
 

Moreover, an inter-agency mechanism will consider policy options to be 
presented to me and, through me, to relevant intergovernmental bodies in emergency 
situations. 
 
 My two Special Advisers have been consulting widely with relevant departments 
and agencies on how to go about this.  Professor Luck will report on their conclusions 
and recommendations to the Policy Committee at the end of March.   
 
 Before closing, let me mention two issues that are before us in 2010. 
 
 The first relates to collaboration between Member States and the Secretariat. 
 

In the conceptual development of the responsibility to protect, our ongoing 
conversation has proven remarkably productive.  We have listened to and learned from 
you.  As we move towards creating the joint office of the Special Advisers, however, we 
will also need some modest financial and human resources.  We hope to have as 
constructive a dialogue with the Fifth Committee as we have had with the Plenary. 
 
 The second issue relates to the very credibility of the United Nations. 
 

As you know, there are many critics who doubt that the world body can be a 
reliable protector of populations from atrocity crimes.  And indeed, they have lots of 
history and several recent debacles with which to make their case. 
 

Still, I remain convinced that the only way to endow the responsibility to protect 
with legal authority, moral weight and the promise of effective action is to keep it under 
the provisions of the UN Charter.  This was made explicit in the Summit Outcome 
document. 

 
Civil society – including some of you in this room – can keep pressing capitals 

and international institutions to act. 
 
The Secretariat can help make prevention work, undertake Chapter VI measures, 

and ring the alarm bells when timely and decisive action is needed. 
 



 
 

 
 

 

But in the toughest and most visible cases, when prevention fails and peaceful 
means are inadequate, it will be up to the Member States to prove their mettle as well as 
the value of the world body. 

 
In this new decade, let us prove the doubters wrong and the believers in our 

collective institutions right.  That is a New Year’s resolution well worth keeping.   
 

Many thanks and best wishes for the success of your deliberations.  
 
Thank you. 
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