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Committee Overview 
 

Recent Developments 
 
The United Nations (UN) General Assembly Third Committee met in New York City between 4 October 

and 23 November 2016, in the context of the 71
st

 session.
1
 During its meetings, the Third Committee 

negotiated and sent 50 draft resolutions for adoption to the General Assembly plenary, of which 35 were 

adopted by acclamation while 15 required a vote.
2
 The agenda included an expanding range of topics 

related to social development; the advancement of women; the fight against discrimination and intolerance; 
crime prevention and criminal justice; international drug control; and the promotion and protection of 

human rights, notably the right to self-determination and the rights of children and indigenous peoples.
3
 

The General Assembly Third Committee bases its resolutions and norm setting in the area of human rights 
and humanitarian, social, and cultural affairs on a plethora of reports, resolutions, and consultations during 

the 71
st

 session.
4 

 
Important sources include recent reports by the Secretary-General, briefings by the Special Representatives of 

the Secretary-General, Special Rapporteurs, and dialogues with the respective UN entities reporting to the Third 

Committee, particularly the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) considering the dire 

situation of refugees and displaced people.
5
 Furthermore, the Committee discussed matters related to the annual 

report of the Human Rights Council (HRC), which provoked a lengthy debate at the Third Committee as well as 

the plenary about the mandate of the newly established Independent Expert on protection against violence and 

discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity.
6
 Member States expressed concern over the 

legal basis for the mandate, as the terms “sexual orientation” and “gender identity” are not specified in 

international law.
7 

 
While one group of States advocated for further consultations on the HRC decision, other Member States 
argued it would set a dangerous precedent of undermining the HRC if the Third Committee started to 
reconsider adopted HRC decisions. Furthermore, certain Member States asserted that the HRC was 
singling out particular countries arbitrarily for their alleged human rights violations, claiming there were 

double standards in the HRC report.
8
 Nonetheless, in the end, the Committee approved a draft resolution 

reaffirming the HRC report and its recommendations to the international community.
9 

 
Under agenda item 68, “the promotion and protection of human rights” included a resolution on the 
human rights treaty body ensuring the implementation of internationally agreed human rights 
instruments; 16 resolutions advocating for human rights and fundamental freedoms, as well as best 
practices to realize and uphold these; three country-specific resolutions; and a resolution on the human 

rights situation in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea.
10

 The country-specific resolutions dealt with the 

human rights situations in the Democratic People’s  
Republic of Korea, the Syrian Republic, and the Islamic Republic of Iran.

11
 A number of Member States 

stressed the role of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), arguing that this would be the appropriate mechanism 
for reporting on country-specific human rights issues and leading any measures promoting human rights through 
dialogue, civilian 
 
 

 
1
 UN General Assembly, Draft Provisional Programme of Work of the Third Committee, 2016.

  
2
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3
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4
 UN General Assembly, Related Links, 2016; UN General Assembly, Provisional List of Special procedure mandate-holders, independent experts, chairperson and SRSGs scheduled to 

make presentations to the Third Committee of the General Assembly at its seventy-first session, 2016.
  

5
 Ibid.; UN DPI, Addressing Urgent Plight of Refugees Hinges on State Engagement, Determination, High Commissioner Tells Third Committee amid Calls for Burden Sharing, 2016.

  

6
 UN DPI, General Assembly Adopts 50 Third Committee Resolutions, as Diverging Views on Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity Animate Voting (GA/11879), 2016; UN DPI, Intense 

Debate, Close Voting as Gender Identity, Sexual Orientation, Digital-age Privacy Take Centre Stage in Third Committee (GA/SHC/4191), 2016.
  

7
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8
 Ibid.; UN General Assembly, Report of the Human Rights Council (A/71/53), 2016.

  

9
 UN DPI, Intense Debate, Close Voting as Gender Identity, Sexual Orientation, Digital-age Privacy Take Centre Stage in Third Committee (GA/SHC/4191), 2016; UN General Assembly, 

Report of the Human Rights Council (A/71/53), 2016.
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protection, and accountability by government authorities.
12

 The UPR has been a successful mechanism for 
reviewing the human rights situations of all Member States and subsequently issuing recommendations to 

be implemented by the respective Member States.
13 

 
Among the 50 draft resolutions discussed by the General Assembly Third Committee, one of the relevant 

topics introduced was the follow-up to the Second World Assembly on Ageing.
14

 Approved without a 

vote, the draft resolution calls upon Member States “to ensure the full realization of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms for older persons” and to put an end to discrimination based on age.
15

 The 

Committee stresses that poverty eradication among older persons needs to be a priority for all Member 
States and that in order to achieve this, they need to provide social protection and inclusion, food and 
housing, employment, legal capacity, and access to justice. The Committee further urges the 

implementation of national strategies according to the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing.
16 

 
In addition, the Third Committee specifically addressed issues pertaining to vulnerable groups such as 

children and minorities during humanitarian crises.
17

 There was an overall consensus between the Special 

Rapporteur on minority issues and Member States that minorities require special attention during 

humanitarian crises, as they disproportionately face displacement and discrimination.
18

 It was further 

stressed that the UN system needs to strengthen its measures of gathering and sharing disaggregated data to 

ensure humanitarian assistance reaches those most in need.
19

 In 2017, the international community will 

face more severe and frequent humanitarian emergencies. It is therefore important that the Committee 
continue its work towards improving actions towards humanitarian assistance. Going forward, the General 
Assembly Third Committee will continue to take a leadership role in social, humanitarian, and cultural 
affairs and work tirelessly towards the fulfilment of the human rights of all people in all Member States 
across the world. 
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Annotated Bibliography 
 
United Nations, Department of Public Information. (2016, December 19). General Assembly Adopts 50 

Third Committee Resolutions, as Diverging Views on Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity Animate Voting 

(GA/11879) 

[Meetings Coverage]. Retrieved 29 December 2016 from: 
http://www.un.org/press/en/2016/ga11879.doc.htm  

This source offers delegates a great overview of all 50 draft resolutions the General 

Assembly Third Committee has approved during its latest session and submitted to the 

General Assembly Plenary for adoption. It effectively conveys which topics were more 

contested by Member States than others. It singles out Member States’ contributions 

and statements representative of the larger debate at the plenary on the topics at hand. 

It is a useful resource for starting research on the most recent developments in the 

Third Committee, providing additional links to each of the agenda items’ reports, 

including all adopted draft resolutions. 
 

United Nations, General Assembly, Third Committee. (2016). Documents of the 71
st

 Session [Website]. 
Retrieved 29 December 2016 from: http://www.un.org/en/ga/third/71/documentation.shtml  

This website is an essential source for researching all official documentation on the 

General Assembly Third Committee’s 71
st

 session. It includes all of the reports 

submitted to the General Assembly Plenary, voting records of all present Member 
States, as well as a list of the experts from within and outside of the UN system that 
informed the Committee’s general discussions. Delegates may use this information to 
judge their country’s position regarding contested agenda 
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2016.
 

16
 Ibid.

  
17

 UN DPI, Country-specific, Thematic Issues Dominate Meeting, as Third Committee Takes Up Five Texts on Children’s Rights,
  

Other Aspects of Social Development (GA/SHC/4180), 2016. 
18

 Ibid.
  

19
 Ibid.

 

 

 



	 5	

 
items and take the list of experts as a starting point for further research on other 

organizations’ work on the respective issues. 
 
United Nations, General Assembly, Third Committee. (2016). Press Releases [Website]. Retrieved 29 

December 2016 from: http://www.un.org/en/ga/third/pr.shtml  
This website lists all press releases and meetings coverage from the General Assembly 

Third Committee’s 71
st

 session. It will provide delegates with more detailed information 

on the different debates associated with the various agenda items. Delegates may use 
this list for more targeted research on certain topics discussed by the Committee over 
the past few months, as well as to learn about statements that individual Member States 
have made on these subjects. Statements in favor of or against certain draft resolutions 
will help delegates identify their country’s position on the matter. 
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I. Preventing Violence and Discrimination Based on Sexual Orientation and 

Gender Identity 
 
Recent Developments 
 

During its 71
st

 session, the General Assembly Third Committee discussed issues pertaining to 

discrimination and violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI).
37

 One particularly 
contentious debate focused on the mandate of the Independent Expert on protection against violence and 
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, which had been created in June 2016 by 

Human Rights Council resolution 32/2.
38

 The legitimacy of the resolution and the mandate of the 
Independent Expert faced serious concerns and challenges from certain Member States, which sought to 

defer the creation of the mandate.
39

 Ultimately, the challenge to the mandate was defeated by a majority of 

the Third Committee.
40

 The Independent Expert, Mr. Vitit Muntarbhorn, gathered a broad base of support 
for his appointment, as evidenced through open letters from hundreds of civil society organizations from 

more than 150 Member States.
41 

 
By adopting the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015), the international community resolved to 

“leave no one behind” and build on the progress that had been made through the previous Millennium 

Development  
Goals.

42
 On 30 November 2016, the United Nations (UN) Department of Economic and Social Affairs 

launched the Report on the World Social Situation 2016 focusing on “Leaving no one behind: the 

imperative of inclusive development.” 
43

 It addresses matters of social inclusion, while highlighting 

connections to poverty and work.
44

 Sexual orientation and gender identity are identified as primary reasons 

for hindered participation and social exclusion.
45

 The report also notes the correlation between 
discrimination and exclusion on the one hand and negative physical and mental health effects on the 

other.
46

 Studies have shown that lesbian, gay, and bisexual people have a greater risk of experiencing 
“poor mental health and low well-being when compared with heterosexuals” due to the internalization of 

stigma that results from “persistent exposure to discrimination.”
47 

 
On 22 September 2016, the International Social Science Council, together with the Institute of Development 

Studies and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), published the 

World Social Science Report 2016: Challenging Inequalities – Pathways to a Just World.
48

 The report 

emphasizes the importance of monitoring and disaggregating data, including on the basis of characteristics such 

as gender and sexual orientation.
49

 Furthermore, the report draws connections to the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), specifically SDG 10 on reducing inequalities within and among countries, by prioritizing actions 

to challenge and overcome knowledge inequalities through research and by focusing on education rooted in 

social sciences, social perspectives, and social justice.
50

 Adhering to the SDGs, specifically SDG 4 on ensuring 

inclusive and equitable quality education 
 

 
37

 Paletta, United Nations SOGI Mandate Safeguarded in Face of Hostility, 2016.
  

38
 Ibid.; LGBT rights | Inter-American Commission Warns of Indefinite Halt to Work of UN Independent Expert as Crucial Vote Looms, International 

Service for Human Rights, 2016.
  

39
 Mendelson, Remarks to the UN General Assembly on Agenda Item 63: Report of the Human Rights Council (As Delivered), 2016; #UNGA71 | Last 

Minute Attempt to Choke UN Funding for Human Rights, International Service for Human Rights, 2016; LGBT rights | UN’s New Expert on 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Faces Yet Another Attempt to Halt Work, International Service for Human Rights, 2016.
  

40
 Ibid.

  

41
 OAS, IACHR Expresses Concern at the Possible Indefinite Suspension of the Mandate of the UN Independent Expert on SOGI and Calls the States of 

the Region to Reaffirm their Commitment, 2016; International Service for Human Rights,
  

Position Paper Third Committee, 2016; LGBTI Rights | General Assembly Rejects Attempt to Halt Work of UN’s New  

Independent Expert, International Service for Human Rights, 2016; International Service for Human Rights, Open Letter to General 
Assembly, 2016.  

42
 UN DESA, 2016 Report on the World Social Situation, 2016.

  
43

 UN DESA, Leaving no one behind: the imperative of inclusive development, Report on the World Social Situation 2016, 2016.
  

44
 Ibid.

  
45

 Ibid., p. 18.
  

46
 Ibid., p. 117.

  
47

 Ibid.
  

48
 ISSC, World Social Science Report, 2016.

  
49

 ISSC et al., World Social Science Report – 2016 | Challenging Inequalities: Pathways to a Just World, 2016, p. 294.
  

50
 Ibid., p. 278.
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to promote lifelong learning for all, UNESCO has recently supported initiatives in education that respond to 

homophobic and transphobic violence.
51

 Since UNESCO’s “Out in the open international ministerial 

meeting” in  
2016, a number of Member States put forward a Call for Action by Ministers pertaining to inclusive and 

equitable education for all and fighting discrimination and violence based on SOGI in the classroom.
52

 As 
of 12 October 2016, approximately 54 Member States have affirmed their support for the Call for Action 

by Ministers.
53 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 10	

Annotated Bibliography 
 
International Service for Human Rights. (2016). Open Letter to General Assembly. Retrieved 6 January 

2017 from: 

https://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/joint_sogi_letter_listofsignatories12152016.pdf  
In response to the attempt by the United Nations General Assembly Third Committee to 

defer consideration of the SOGI Independent Expert mandate, as expressed in Human 

Rights Council resolution 32/2, a joint letter was commissioned and signed by 870 

NGOs and CSOs from 157 countries. This resource succinctly communicates the 

support from a multitude of participants for the HRC’s ability and responsibility to 

carry out its decision to create the SOGI Independent Expert. Furthermore, the open 

letter provides the accounts of the interested parties towards the concerns of those 

opposed to the mandate, such as legality and standards. Delegates are encouraged to 

review this source to help understand the connection between the international system 

and its membership with civil society and NGOs. 
 
International Service for Human Rights. (2016). Position Paper Third Committee. Retrieved 6 January 

2017 from: https://www.ishr.ch/sites/default/files/article/files/position_paper_third_committee.pdf  
This source is a position paper letter from a collection of Latin American Member 

States in response to attempts to suspend the SOGI Independent Expert mandate. This 

position paper, highlighting the interests of its associated Member States and written 

to the body of the UN General Assembly, summarizes the issues faced within the Third 

Committee regarding HRC resolution 32/2. Furthermore, the paper focuses on 

potential dilemmas with respect to the functions of the HRC with such continued 

action being presented again within the General Assembly Plenary session. This 

source provides a brief historical overview of both positive and negative actions 

being taken within the UN system regarding SOGI, which delegates are encouraged 

to observe. Moreover, delegates can utilize the additional links, reports, and 

documents cited within this source as additional materials to stimulate research and 

understanding on the topic. 
 

International Social Science Council et al. (2016). World Social Science Report – 2016 | Challenging 

Inequalities: Pathways to a Just World. Retrieved 23 January 2017 from: 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0024/002458/245825e.pdf  
Referring to the SDGs and the challenges of inequality throughout the world, this report 

links together social sciences, inequalities, and SOGI through SDG 10’s interconnectedness. 

The impact on social inequality due to SOGI demonstrates a direct correlation with 

educational standards, poverty levels, and conditions of development. This source effectively 

demonstrates the intricate and yet powerful impact education can have on economic and 

development conditions, specifically to SOGI people. Delegates are encouraged to use this 

report to guide their research and to brainstorm on continued endeavors to build upon 

progress that has already been made. 

 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. (2016, November 21). “Deep 

Concern” At Bid to Block UN Human Rights Expert [Press Release]. Retrieved 6 January 2017 from: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=20902&LangID=E  
The efforts to stop Human Rights Council (HRC) resolution 32/2 constituted more than just 

an attempt to stop a resolution. As expressed by the Office of the UN High Commissioner on 

Human Rights (OHCHR), challenging the mandate undermines the credibility and authority 

of the HRC and weakens the human rights system all together. In the history of the HRC and 

its predecessor, 

 

 
51

 UNESCO, What UNESCO does on Homophobic and Transphobic Violence in Education, 2016.
  

52
 Ibid.

  

53
 Ibid



	 11	

 
the Human Rights Commission, there have been a plethora of mandates addressing new 

issues. Many were created by consensus, while others were established following a vote. 

None of them led to an effort to overturn a decision until resolution 32/2. This source is 

helpful for delegates to learn more about the implications behind inter-agency diplomacy 

and power within the UN. Additionally, delegates are encouraged to review this source to 

understand the humanitarian aspect of this topic in addition to interdependency within 

the UN system. 
 
Organization of American States. (2016, December 17). IACHR Expresses Concern at the Possible 

Indefinite Suspension of the Mandate of the United Nations Independent Expert on Sexual Orientation 

and Gender Identification and Calls the States of the Region to Reaffirm their Commitment. Retrieved 

6 January 2017 from: http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/media_center/PReleases/2016/189.asp  
This source primarily observes the collective concern of UN American Member States 

regarding efforts to halt the mandate of the Independent Expert on SOGI. As part of the 

Organization of American States, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 

(IACHR) focuses on concerns related to human rights within the Americas. This source 

effectively demonstrates how regional bodies and organizations uphold human rights, 

how these entities can advocate for their constituents, and how cooperation and 

communication is handled between Member States and such organizations. Delegates 

can clearly see the channels of advocacy and influence between the international and 

regional levels and how these relate to Member States, civil society, non-governmental 

organizations, and other parties involved. 
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II. Promoting Rights and Strengthening Protections for Older Persons 
 

Recent Developments 
 
Throughout 2016 and into 2017, the international community has continued its efforts to promote the human 
rights of older persons. In January 2017, the first ever legally binding convention on older persons, the Inter-
American Convention on Protecting the Human Rights of Older Persons (2015), took effect under the 

Organization of American States.
54

 The United Nations (UN) held an International Day of Older Persons 

(UNIDOP) on 1 October 2016.
55

 The theme of 2016’s UNIDOP was standing against ageism, which exists in 

some form in all societies.
56

 In addition to UNIDOP, the UN General Assembly adopted resolution 71/164 

without a vote on19 December 2016.
57

 The resolution is a follow-up to the Second World Assembly on 

Ageing.
58

 The resolution aims to implement the outcome document of the Second World Assembly on Ageing, 

the Political Declaration and Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA) (2002).
59

 The actions 
within the resolution center on the economic and social rights of older persons, as well as the importance of 

policy development in line with the MIPAA.
60 

 
The Human Rights Council (HRC) has continued to influence substantive discussion at the General 
Assembly through its annual report and Universal Periodic Review mechanism. The HRC adopted 

resolution 33/5 (2016) on the human rights of older persons without a vote in its 33
rd

 session.
61

 The 

resolution calls for coordination to combat violence and discrimination against older people.
62

 It also 

touches on the economic and social adversities that older people face.
63

 This resolution extended the 
mandate of the Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human rights by older persons for another three 

years.
64

 The Independent Expert released a report in July 2016 which outlines the history, recent 
developments, and suggestions for the future regarding older persons, while also providing an analysis of 

the MIPAA.
65

 In the report, the Independent Expert articulated that the current international situation 
regarding older people is riddled with gaps between policy and practice, especially with regard to the 

implementation of the MIPAA.
66 

 
The Open-ended Working Group on Ageing (OEWG), established for the purpose of strengthening the 

protection of the human rights of older persons, convened for its seventh session in December 2016.
67

 
During this session, the OEWG decided, by consensus, to allow National Human Rights Institutions 

(NHRIs) to participate in discussions on the work of the OEWG.
68

 This document sets an interesting 
precedent for future proceedings of the General Assembly, as it is the first-ever agreement to allow NHRIs 

to participate in the work of a subsidiary body of the General Assembly.
69

 The NHRIs must seek 

accreditation from the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions and must be in full 

compliance with the Paris Principles (1991) in order to participate in the OEWG’s work.
70

 The Paris 

Principles, created in 1991 and adopted by the General Assembly in resolution 48/134, present 
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guiding principles for the work of NHRIs.
71

 Applications for accreditation are circulated by the 
Secretariat to members of the OEWG for consideration four weeks prior to each session of the 

OEWG.
72 

 
During an OEWG panel discussion, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 

provided insight regarding older persons and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015).
73

 The 
representative from OHCHR noted that older persons are specifically included in two Sustainable Development 

Goals: 2 and 11.
74

 The OHCHR representative also highlighted that the approach to the 2030 Agenda is heavily 

rights-based.
75

 The OEWG briefly discussed the development of a legally binding instrument regarding the 
human rights of older persons, but the primary discussion of the meeting centered on strengthening existing 

mechanisms.
76

 Delegations of the OEWG emphasized the need to better implement existing mechanisms and 

apply action to current policies.
77

 The OEWG developed three clusters to focus on in order to strengthen human 
rights promotion for older persons: equality and non-discrimination; neglect, violence, and abuse; and autonomy 

and independence.
78 
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