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About the Responsibility to Protect

What is Responsibility to Protect?
World leaders unanimously adopted R2P at the United Nations World Summit in 2005.  Paragraphs 138 and 139 of the Summit’s Outcome Document declared:

138. Each individual state has the responsibility to protect its populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.  This responsibility entails the prevention of such crimes, including their incitement, through appropriate and necessary means.  We accept that responsibility and will act in accordance with it.  The international community should, as appropriate, encourage and help States to exercise this responsibility and support the United Nations in establishing an early warning capability.

139. The international community, through the United Nations, also has the responsibility to use appropriate diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful means, in accordance with Chapters VI and VIII of the Charter of the United Nations, to help protect populations from war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.  In this context, we are prepared to take collective action, in a timely and decisive manner, through the Security Council, in accordance with the Charter, including Chapter VII, on a case-by-case basis and in cooperation with relevant regional organizations as appropriate, should peacefully means be inadequate and national authorities manifestly fail to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.  We stress the need for the General Assembly to continue consideration of the responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity and its implications, bearing in mind the principles of the Charter and international law.  We also intend to commit ourselves, as necessary and appropriate, to helping States build capacity to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity and to assisting those which are under stress before crises and conflicts break out.
A year later, in 2006, the Responsibility to Protect was unanimously reaffirmed by the United Nations Security Council in Resolution 1674, which stated the Council’s determination to protect civilians.

According to the UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon the Responsibility to Protect rests on three pillars:
1) The responsibility of the state to protect its own population from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity, and from their incitement. 

2) The commitment of the international community to assist states in meeting these obligations. 

3) The responsibility of United Nations Member States to respond in a timely and decisive manner, using Chapters VI (Pacific Settlement of Disputes), VII (Action with Respect to Threats to the Peace), and VIII (Regional Arrangements) of the UN Charter as appropriate, when a state is manifestly failing to provide such protection.   

Where Does Responsibility to Protect Come From?
Genocide and mass atrocities are an all too frequently recurring phenomenon. Those who think that tragedies like the Rwandan and Srebrenica genocides and the ethnic cleansing and mass killing witnessed in Kosovo and East Timor at the end of the last century are a thing of the past need only look to Darfur today to see the durability of humanity’s capacity for acts of conscience shocking inhumanity.  This was recognized as long ago as 1948, when states concluded the Genocide Convention which prohibited genocide and committed all governments to its prevention and to punishing its perpetrators.  
At the end of the 1990s, the controversy over NATO’s intervention in Kosovo prompted the UN Secretary-General to challenge the international community to reconcile the fundamentally important principles of state sovereignty and the protection of individuals from genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes and ethnic cleansing.   

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) principle was developed by the Canadian-sponsored International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), co-chaired by Gareth Evans and Mohammed Sahnoun.  The Commission included representatives from every part of the world, not least among them delegates from the Asia-Pacific including the former President of the Philippines, His Excellency Fidel Ramos, and Professor Ramesh Thakur from India. His Excellency Dr. Surin Pitsuwan, the current Secretary-General of ASEAN was a member of the Commission’s Advisory Board.     

The Commission argued that all states have a primary responsibility to protect their citizens own from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. The international community has a responsibility to help states protect their citizens from these grave harms and should a state manifestly fail to protect its citizens from genocide and mass atrocities the international community should assume the responsibility to protect, using a range of diplomatic, economic and legal measures including, as a last resort in the most extreme situations, the use of force.  R2P implies a narrowly focused strategy to prevent and reverse genocide and mass atrocities, and a global effort to rebuild shattered societies after episodes of death and destruction – in order to help build a better and less violent future for the survivors.  As articulated by the ICISS, the Responsibility to Protect involved responsibilities to prevent and react to genocide and mass atrocities and committed them to the long-term rebuilding of communities after the atrocities have ended. 

The Responsibility to Protect was endorsed by the United Nations High-Level Panel in its 2004 Report, A More Secure World and then adopted by the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in his report, In Larger Freedom, in 2005.  This set the scene for its unanimous endorsement by world leaders at the 2005 World Summit.

What is United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Position on the R2P?
United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon is one of the world’s most prominent supporters of Responsibility to Protect. In one of his first speeches as Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon made a commitment to ‘operationalize’ the R2P and translate it ‘from words to deeds’. 

When the Asia-Pacific Centre for the Responsibility to Protect was launched in Bangkok in February 2008, the Secretary-General conveyed his support and best wishes to the Centre through his Special Adviser, Edward Luck, who attended the launch.  In 2008, the Secretary-General gave high profile speeches in Tokyo and Berlin where he outlined the need for the UN to do more to fulfill the R2P.
The Secretary-General was a strong supporter of the R2P even before he took up his position at the United Nations.  In an interview given in October 2006, Ban maintained that ‘when a country is not able to protect its own people from crimes against humanity and genocide and prevents the international community from intervening on the excuse of sovereignty, the international community has a responsibility to protect these people from genocide’.  In a speech given to the International Peace Academy, he vowed ‘to speak out in favour’ of the Responsibility to Protect.

Since becoming Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon has improved the UN’s capacity to deliver on R2P by strengthening the role of the UN Special Representative on the Prevention of Genocide, appointing a special adviser to propose ways of translating the R2P ‘from words to deeds’, and persuading UN member states to grant these offices a modest budget and staff.

Where Do Governments and Societies in the Asia-Pacific Region Stand on R2P?

It is often said that the Asia-Pacific region is the part of the world least open to the Responsibility to Protect and to the idea of the international community’s role in helping states protect their citizens from genocide and mass atrocities.  On closer inspection, however, there is a strong groundswell of opinion – amongst individuals, civil societies and governments in the Asia-Pacific – that genocide and mass atrocities are of concern to us all. 

The Chinese government wrote a position paper on UN reform in 2005 stating that “massive humanitarian” crises  are “the legitimate  concern of the international community”; while three-quarters of the Chinese population surveyed agreed when asked in a major international poll.

As President Susilo Banbang Yudhuyono of Indonesia argued at the 2005 World Summit:

 “We need a consensus on the responsibility to protect people from genocide, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.  To this end, force should only be used when all other means have failed”

A year earlier, the Philippines Ambassador to the Security Council expressed his country’s support for the responsibility to protect even more clearly:

“Sovereignty also entails the responsibility of a State to protect its people.  If it is unable or unwilling to do so, the international community has the responsibility to help that State achieve such capacity and such will and, in extreme necessity, to assume such responsibility itself”

To be sure, governments in the Asia-Pacific are concerned that others might use humanitarian justifications as cover for acts of war that are anything but humanitarian; however, they have proven themselves ready time and again to support the call to action when peoples are threatened with genocide and mass atrocities.

Back in 1999, Malaysia – then a member of the Security Council – voted against a draft resolution condemning NATO for intervening in Kosovo, arguing that although NATO’s violation of international law was a tragedy, it was a tragedy made necessary by the suffering of the Kosovar people at the hands of Milosevic’s Serbia.  A few months later, China itself showed great foresight in bringing the international engagement in Kosovo back under the UN umbrella.

In the same year, Australia, Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore –acting with the consent and cooperation of the Indonesian government – worked to put an end to the violence inflicted upon civilians in East Timor following its UN sponsored referendum on independence.  Together, they helped give birth to the region’s newest state, Timor Leste and have since cooperated in supporting the newest member of the international community. 

China is now the second largest contributor to UN peace operations among the P5.  Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines, Japan and Australia all make significant contributions to global peace operations.  

Last year, both China and ASEAN took important diplomatic steps to remind the government in Burma/Myanmar of its responsibilities towards its citizens, helping to calm tensions, prevent further bloodshed and pave the way for the despatch of the UN’s special representative, Ibrahim Gambari.  Shortly afterwards, the military regime announced its intention to hold elections in 2010.  

Although many governments in the region have real concerns about what R2P means and when it can be acted upon, there are good grounds for being optimistic that the Asia-Pacific region will make good on its promise to protect people from genocide and mass atrocities.

The Responsibility to Protect also enjoys the support of many individuals and civil society from all around the region.  In March 2008, for example, a large civil society conference on the ‘Role of ASEAN Civil Society in Supporting Human Rights and Democracy in Burma’, which included major organizations such as FORUM ASIA issued the ‘Jakarta Declaration on Burma’, which stated that: 
“In light of the SPDC’s [the government of Burma/Myanmar] inability to respond to the humanitarian crisis gripping the nation, we urge ASEAN nations and the broader international community to fulfil their responsibility to protect the affected people of Burma”.

Likewise the Solidarity for Asian Peoples Advocacies (SAPA) Working Group on ASEAN submitted three submissions to the ASEAN Eminent Persons Group.  In them, they recommended that the ASEAN Charter be amended:
“Article 2.2e needs to establish that states also have a ‘responsibility to protect’, that is, the responsibility to protect people from gross violations of human rights.  All ASEAN heads of state and government accepted this concept of the ‘responsibility to protect’ at the UN World Summit in September 2005”.

In addition, many individuals have also indicated their support for the Centre directly.  They include:

“I find the concept of the Centre very important and meaningful…I shall remain supportive of your important mission and wish you and AP-R2P success”.

Sadako Ogata

President of the Japan International Cooperation Agency

Former United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
“It would be a privilege to be part of your group whose goals and aspirations I share very much.”

M. C. Abad Jr.

ASEAN Secretariat
“It’s a timely and worthy initiative and I congratulate you and your colleagues for getting this started.”
Prof. Amitav Acharya (Singapore)
University of Bristol, UK

“I  am delighted to learn of the establishment of the Centre and its designation as a regional node of the Global Centre for Responsibility to Protect (GCR2P). Much work remains to be done, especially in Asia and the Pacific, to consolidate and advance this critically important norm.”
Prof. Ramesh Thakur

ICISS Commissioner, Centre for International Governance Innovation, Canada.
Is R2P Just Military Intervention in Disguise?

No.
There is a widespread belief that R2P is primarily concerned with justifying unilateral military intervention and seeking ways of circumventing the United Nations Security Council.  This arouses fears that the world’s powerful states will use R2P as a cover for the aggressive pursuit of their foreign policy goals.

This is not what world leaders agreed to in 2005.  On the matter of armed intervention, the World Summit clearly stated that:

“we are prepared to take collective action, in a timely and decisive manner, through the Security Council, in accordance with the Charter, including Chapter VII, on a case-by-case basis and in cooperation with relevant regional organizations as appropriate, should peacefully means be inadequate and national authorities are manifestly failing to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.”

The Responsibility to Protect cannot act as a vehicle for the justification of unilateral armed intervention because World Leaders clearly stated that non-consensual intervention in the name of R2P requires the authorisation of the UN Security Council acting under its Chapter VII powers.  And this, it should be remembered, is only part of the third pillar of the R2P – a measure to be taken as a last resort only when all other measures are thought inadequate for the protection of populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.
What is the Next Stage?
The next stage involves joining Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon in his effort to turn R2P from ‘word into deed’.  This involves clarifying the meaning and scope of the World Summit Outcome Document and identifying those steps that global institutions, regional organizations, governments and individuals can take to prevent genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity and protect populations from them.  

It also means being prepared to identify emerging and on-going crises where civilians are exposed to genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing and develop practical and effective policies in a manner consistent with the UN Charter to prevent their escalation and protect endangered populations.

That is the commitment that World Leaders unanimously made in 2005.  It is a commitment that we all have a role to play in fulfilling.    

