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General Assembly Third Committee
Committee Mandate
The General Assembly (GA) is the main deliberative body and one of the principal organs of the
United Nations. It was established in 1945 by Chapter IV of the Charter of the United Nations
and is comprised of all 193 UN Member States. The GA’s broad membership enables it to
engage in unique high-level diplomacy and the Charter allows the GA to consider and take
action on almost any topic, including political, economic, humanitarian, social, and legal issues.1
The GA expresses the will of the international community in the form of written resolutions that,
while not legally binding, set the policy direction for the UN as an organization and can
influence Member States and regional organizations. These resolutions sometimes take direct
action, but it is far more common that they lay out a set of policies or, in the case of legal
resolutions, international norms. The development of these resolutions takes a significant amount
of time, as disagreements on policy are common, so the work of the GA is broken up into six
subsidiary committees.
The General Assembly Third Committee
The General Assembly Third Committee is the Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural Committee of
the GA. Delegates in Third Committee discuss a wide range of topics related to human activities
and life, including women’s and children’s rights, indigenous issues, refugees, racism, religious
tolerance, and self-determination, among others.2 A vast majority of the work of the committee is
spent discussing and writing policy-focused resolutions aimed at securing and upholding human
rights, either generally or for specific groups. The nature of these discussions, which can often
incorporate deeply-held personal or political beliefs, makes Third Committee among the most
contentious forums for debate in the GA.3 Despite this reality, delegates of Third Committee
conduct themselves with a high level of diplomatic courtesy and adopt many of their resolutions
without a recorded vote.4 As a main committee of the GA, Third Committee is comprised of all
193 UN Member States, each having a single vote. No Member State receives special veto
authority or has extra weight given to their vote due to monetary or other contributions.
Reporting
While Third Committee has no subsidiary bodies, its work is often informed by the other UN
entities, including the United Nations Children’s Fund, UN-Women, the Office of the High
Commissioner for Refugees, and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. Third
Committee regularly makes recommendations to these and other UN bodies, and reports from
these bodies are often cited or utilized in the drafting of working papers in Third Committee.
Working papers developed in Third Committee can be adopted as a draft resolution by a majority
United Nations General Assembly, “Functions and powers of the General Assembly,” n.d.
United Nations General Assembly, “Social, Humanitarian & Cultural Issues (Third Committee),” n.d.
3
United Nations Department of Public Information, “General Assembly Adopts 50 Third Committee Resolutions, as
Diverging Views on Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity Animate Voting,” 2016.
4
Ibid.
1
2

2

vote of the committee. Draft resolutions are then passed on to the General Assembly Plenary.
Some Member States lack adequate staff to have representatives at every committee session or
informal debate; more Member States review and vote on draft resolutions in plenary sessions
than in committee sessions. Draft resolutions that receive majority support in plenary session are
adopted as resolutions and then represent the will of the majority of the international community
on a given issue.
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General Assembly Third Committee
Topic A: Promoting the Inclusion of Women and Youth in Governance
The last several decades have seen significant increases in the role women and youth play in
governance, but the international community continues to recognize that inequity exists and there
is much from for progress. As of 2017, only 11 women were serving as Head of State and 12 as
Head of Government.5 As of 2018, only 24 percent of all national parliamentarians were
women.6 Youth representation is similarly low but does not receive as much attention at the
international level. As of 2016, only 2 percent of parliamentarians were youth.7 Youth is defined
by the United Nations (UN) as persons between 15 and 24 years old and is also sometimes
defined as persons less than 35 years old.8
When women and youth are involved in governance, there is a higher likelihood of legislation
that promotes gender equality, works to eliminate gender-based violence, and improves the
social, economic, and political rights of women, youth, and children.9 According to the World
Health Organization, 1 in 3 women worldwide have experienced domestic violence in their
lifetime, but 24 percent of countries have no legislation regarding domestic violence.10 Gender
based violence oppresses women and signals a society that pushes women and girls towards
social exclusion, making access to governance and decision-making more difficult. Girls have
made progress in school attendance, but this progress is not reflected in the labor market; the
global gender pay gap, which refers to the average salary difference between men and women, is
approximately 23 percent.11
The effects of non-inclusion are felt more strongly at the intersection of marginalized identities,
where there are several layers of social exclusion, such as an elderly woman in poverty.
Intersecting issues of gender, poverty, civil unrest, and other developmental barriers push women
and youth farther away from equality. Adolescent girls in conflict zones are 90 percent more
likely to be out of school than their counterparts in conflict-free areas.12 For every 100 men aged
25-34 living in extreme poverty, there are 122 women in the same age group13.
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Background
The first action that the UN took to address women was in 1945 with the passing of the Charter
of the United Nations, which established the UN as an entity that seeks to “reaffirm faith in
fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of
men and women.”14 Soon after, the UN passed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR) in 1948.15 The UDHR provided the first explicit mention of youth rights by stating the
entitlement of children to special care and assistance, the right to education, as well as the
guarantee of equal social protection for children born in and out of wedlock.16 The International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), passed in 1966, reiterated the equality of
women and mentioned the need to protect children.17 The International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), similarly reiterated the themes already present but added
the need for equal pay for equal work between genders.18 The UDHR, ICCPR, and ICESCR set
the foundational framework for human rights in the UN and are now known collectively as the
International Bill of Human Rights.19
Women in Governance
In 1946, the Economic and Social Council adopted E/RES/11(II), which created the Commission
on the Status of Women (CSW) to address issues of gender equality and the empowerment of
women.20 From its inception CSW began challenging norms, especially in discriminatory
legislation, in order to fight for the inclusion of women in decision making at all levels. One
major success from the early years of CSW was in its contribution to the drafting of the UDHR,
in which CSW successfully lobbied against using male pronouns as synonyms for humanity, in
favor of more inclusive language.21 CSW was instrumental in drafting some of the first women’s
rights documents from the United Nations, namely the Convention on the Political Rights of
Women, which was adopted by the General Assembly in 1953.22 The Convention on the Political
Rights of Women recognized that everyone has the right to full participation in the government.23
This convention was the first piece of international legislation specifically protecting the equal
status of women to participate in governance and is a significant piece of the international
community’s history with social inclusion.
In 1979, CSW adopted the legally binding Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and an additional protocol followed 20 years later.24
14
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CEDAW promotes women’s political rights “to vote in all elections and public referenda and to
be eligible for election to all publicly elected bodies; to participate in the formulation of
government policy and the implementation thereof and to hold public office and perform all
public functions at all levels of government; to participate in non-governmental organizations
and associations concerned with the public and political life of the country.”25
The United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women was held in 1995 and produced the
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.26 This conference had the unprecedented
attendance of 17,000 participants and 30,000 activists from all over the world, as well as
representatives from 189 governments. The Beijing Declaration outlines a thorough framework
to empower women in decision making at all levels.27 The Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action highlights the following critical areas of concern: women and the environment, women in
power and decision-making, the girl child, women and the economy, women and poverty,
violence against women, human rights of women, education and training of women, institutional
mechanisms for the advancement of women, women and health, women and the media, and
women and armed conflict.28
Youth in Governance
In 1965 the General Assembly passed the Declaration on the Promotion Among Youth of the
Ideals of Peace, Mutual Respect and Understanding Between Peoples, which outlined the rights
of youth and set the tone for how the UN sees and addresses youth.29 This document had a
significant impact, as it declares and reaffirms foundational rights of young people, such as
education, dignity, respect, travel, and moral quality. It also outlines the provision of youth
organizations to the UN. In 1984, progress was made when the General Assembly adopted
A/RES/39/22, which established 1985 as the International Youth Year on Participation,
Development, Peace.30 In light of that year’s focus, the General Assembly went on to adopted
A/RES/40/14. While A/RES/40/14 addressed many of the international community’s concerns
on the lack of progress regarding youth in governance, it did not provide much in the way of
proposals for action or any concrete strategy. It wasn’t until the tenth anniversary of the
International Youth Year that the international commitment to youth was strengthened through a
framework for action, which became the World Programme of Action for Youth to the Year 2000
and Beyond.31
The World Programme of Action for Youth to the Year 2000 and Beyond outlines a thorough set
of rights inherent to youth and a plan of action to provide access to these rights.32 The World
Programme of Action for Youth calls for the “full and effective participation of youth in the life
25
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of society and in decision-making.” This document goes on to include 7 proposals for action in
strategic areas for youth in governance, which are improving the level of basic education, skill
training, and literacy among youth; cultural heritage and contemporary patterns of society;
promoting mutual respect, understanding, and the ideals peace, solidarity and tolerance among
youth; vocational and professional training; promoting human rights education; training for
enterprise programs; infrastructure for training youth workers and youth leaders.33
Current Situation:
Even though there is still much work to be done to bridge the gap between commitment and
action, the plight of youth has come a long way. A/RES/58/133 declared the importance of
including youth in governance at all levels, by addressing the needs of youth in today’s society
and providing examples of how to more fully integrate youth into civic life.34 The Inter-Agency
Network on Youth Development was established in 2010 with the UN Program on Youth as a
permanent co-chair to the network. Later that year, another Year of Youth was observed through
the passing of A/RES/64/134, which declared starting August 2010 the International Year of
Youth: Dialogue and Mutual Understanding.35 August 12 was the International Youth Day 2018,
and focused on the need for youths to have access to safe spaces.36 Youths need access to public
spaces for leisure and physical activity, as well as access to safe spaces to freely engage in civic
issues such as governance and decision-making.37 When youths have access to safe spaces, they
are more fully able to participate in the life of society and decision-making. Involving use in
decision-making processes has been identified as a component of achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).
Sustainable Development Goals
The SDGs are 17 development goals outlined in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
and represent the largest development initiative the international community has ever
undertaken.38 Issues relevant to women and youth appear many times throughout the SDGs and
their targets, but SDG 16 specifically mentions the creation of inclusive institutions. SDG 16 is
the goal to “Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide
access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels,”
and in its targets calls for accountable, inclusive, and participatory institutions.39
In line with the SDGs, the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of
Women (UN Women) has recently launched its Planet 50-50 by 2030: Step It Up for Gender
Equality campaign, which has already gained traction with many Member States.40 Step it Up
uses the momentum generated by the SDGs to call on governments to make specific pledges to
33
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solve the problems they have with gender equality by 2030 in order to achieve the SDGs.41 Many
countries including, Albania, Bangladesh, Central African Republic, Cuba, Indonesia, Japan,
Jordan have pledged to encourage women candidates and increase women in government by
2030.
Informal Engagement in Governance
There has been a growing trend in recent years towards youth engagement in political
movements outside of traditional political parties and governance structures.42 Formal
participation in governance can be considered as engagement in policy and decision-making
through direct involvement in legislative processes and political parties. Informal engagement in
governance refers to youth-led organizations that advocate for change and through political
activism that is not necessarily organized in formal groupings.43 Both formal and informal
engagement are valid forms of political participation and beneficial to a vivid and resilient
democracy.44 Informal engagement is the focus of a significant development strategy in the Arab
Region, laid out in the United Nations Development Program’s Strategy of Response to
Transformative Change Championed by Youth in the Arab Region.45 This strategy explains the
importance of youth participation in governance and decision-making and offers a multitude of
ways to address youth engagement such as job creation, social inclusion, and youth
volunteerism; it does not address formal engagement in governance, yet is widely regarded as a
best practice in youth inclusion in governance.46
Future Outlook:
The international community is on track to make significant progress on women in governance
by 2030, but few plans have been established to improve youth participation in governance.
Despite progress, women still face significant developmental barriers that hinder their ability to
participate fully in governance, but the main obstacle facing youth in governance seems to be a
lack of attention and focus from established governance institutions. For both women and youth,
however, there is a great deal of attention on root causes and general development issues that
hinder them from participating in decision-making processes. Spaces for women and youth have
become more important in recent years and will continue to play a role in the future of inclusive
governance efforts. Root causes of the exclusion of women and youth from governance will
continue to shift and require dynamic approaches to combat.
Focus Questions:
•
•

Why does your country care about women in government? Youth?
How does your Member State view the participation of women and youth in governance
processes? Are they empowered to participate? What about in your region?
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•
•
•

What legislation does your country have regarding the rights of women and youth?
What role does your Member State see the UN as having in the promotion of youth and
women in governance?
Does your country place more emphasis on formal or informal youth engagement in
governance?
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General Assembly Third Committee
Topic B: The Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Introduction
Since its inception, the United Nations (UN) has worked to promote human rights, and the rights
of persons with disabilities have become a significant focus area.47 Chapter I of the Charter of
the United Nations states that among the core purposes of the UN is to cooperate “in solving
international problems of an economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character, and in
promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all.”48
The international community has consistently held that all individuals have the same human
rights, including civil, cultural, economic, political, and social rights. 49 However, equal access to
and enjoyment of these rights has not always extended to the most marginalized groups of
society, also known as vulnerable populations, which includes persons with disabilities.
In recent years, persons with disabilities have increasingly advocated throughout the
international community for their rights to actively participate in governance and development to
support and promote disability-inclusive development.50 These efforts have allowed the rights of
persons with disabilities to be an increasing topic of discussion at the UN; the idea that disability
is a part of the human condition and that almost everyone, at some point in their lives, will be
temporarily or permanently impaired has gained increased acceptance.51 However, progress in
the establishment of disability inclusive policies and infrastructure has been slow-going,
especially as many Member States struggle to prioritize or finance such efforts.
Background
In 1948, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) became among the first major
international documents to promote an inclusive and representative society for all individuals. It
was also the first major international document to specifically address persons with disabilities;
Article 25 of the UDHR states that everyone “has the right to a standard of living adequate for
the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and
medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of
unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in
circumstances beyond his control.”52 At the time the UDHR was adopted, most societies were
not accepting of persons with disabilities and considered these individuals to be objects of
charity, medical treatment, social welfare; their ability to realize their human rights and be active
47
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members of society was severely restricted.53 Over the decades to come, this stigmatization and
exclusion would improve, but slowly.
In the 1950s, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) adopted some resolutions that
recognized persons with disabilities from a social dimension.54 At the end of the decade in 1969,
the General Assembly adopted the Declaration on Social Progress and Development, which
emphasized the need to protect the rights and welfare of persons with disabilities.55 However, it
wasn’t until 1971 that the General Assembly directly addressed the rights of persons with
disabilities by adopting the Declaration on the Rights of Mentally Retarded Persons, which, for
the first time, stated that intellectually or developmentally disabled peoples had “to the maximum
degree of feasibility, the same rights as other human beings.”56 Although incredibly basic by
modern standards, at the time of adoption the Declaration was an important advancement in
rights for persons with disabilities even though it lacked an affirmation that all persons with
disabilities should have an equal place in society. A second declaration, the Declaration on the
Rights of Disabled Persons, adopted in 1975, promoted social integration of persons with
disabilities and set standards for equal treatment.57 The adoption of these declarations created a
catalyst for the establishment of the World Programme of Action Concerning Disabled Persons,
which was established by the General Assembly in 1982 to “enhance disability prevention,
rehabilitation and equalization of opportunities.”58 Following these advancements, the General
Assembly established the ten-year period from 1983 to 1992 as the UN Decade for Disabled
Persons. Following the decade, the UN held the World Conference on Human Rights in 1993
and the outcome document, the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, sought to
advance human rights in concert with changing societal norms, including those pertaining to
persons with disabilities.59
In the early 2000’s a shift throughout the UN paved way towards a comprehensive international
convention on disability. At the 56th session of the General Assembly in 2001, a proposal for an
international convention on disability was recommended for consideration by the General
Assembly. After several years of working groups, discussions, and drafts, finally, in 2007, the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) was adopted, entering into force a
year later. The CRPD is now the most prominent international instrument for the advancement of
the universal human rights of persons with disabilities and inclusive development.60 The CRPD
established two international mechanisms: the Committee on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities and the Conference of the States Parties (COSP) to the CPRD.61 The COSP convenes
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annually actively analyzes policies and working methods aimed at implementing the CPRD in
addition to reviewing the CPRD itself.62
Following the adoption of the CRPD, the UN began including perspectives from persons with
disabilities in a multitude of areas. In March 2015, the Third UN World Conference on Disaster
Risk Reduction took place, at which the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction was
adopted.63 This framework set out seven targets, four priorities, and a set of guiding principles
for the international community for a post-2015 disaster risk reduction framework.64 The
framework specifically references persons with disabilities and calls for their perspective to be
included in disaster planning and recovery efforts.65
Current Situation
Since the adoption of the CPRD, the UN has more formalized the inclusion of issues related to
disabilities throughout its work.66 The UN Chief Executive Board created the Inter-Agency
Support Group for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (IASG), which
seems to harmonize efforts on the rights of persons with disabilities and includes representatives
from dozens of UN bodies and specialized agencies. The General Assembly has adopted
resolutions related to the rights of persons with disabilities at every session since its 60th.
As the post-2015 development agenda was being negotiated, the rights of persons with
disabilities was a regular topic of discussion. The result of those discussions, the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development, was adopted in 2015 and includes 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) meant to guide sustainable development efforts at all levels through 2030.67
Persons with disabilities and disability itself are referenced throughout the 2030 Agenda and an
emphasis is placed upon education, growth and employment, inequality, and the accessibility of
human settlements.68 Specific targets for persons with disabilities are included in SDGs 4, 8, 10,
11, and 17. The UN Programme on Disability/Secretariat for the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UN Enable) launched a campaign, #Envision2030, to promote the
rights of persons with disabilities in the context of the SDGs.69
Sexual and Reproductive Rights of Girls and Young Women with Disabilities
In recent reports, the Special Rapporteur of the Human Rights Council on the rights of persons
with disabilities has emphasized the importance of including a gender perspective in all
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discussions on persons with disabilities.70 Among the topics that have increased been
increasingly discussed as a result is the sexual and reproductive health and rights of girls and
young women with disabilities.71 In a 2017 report, the Special Rapporteur defined “girls with
disabilities” as women with disabilities below the age of 18 years and “young women with
disabilities” as women between 15 and 24 years of age.72
The international community has established that sexual and reproductive rights are human rights
that are not only an important part of the right to health but are necessary for the enjoyment of
other human rights.73 Because human rights are so intertwined with each other, sexual and
reproductive health and rights are deemed universal – meaning, they are inalienable, indivisible,
interdependent, and interrelated.74 The CRPD addresses the rights of women and girls with
disabilities in a cross-cutting manner.75 Article 16 of the CPRD specifically “calls to end all
forms of exploitation, violence and abuse, including their gender-based aspects.”76
Girls with disabilities face unique challenges in realizing their sexual and reproductive rights.
Stigma and stereotypes often make sexuality among disabled persons a taboo topic; in many
societies there is an assumption that girls with disabilities are either asexual or hypersexual.77
These norms often lead to discrimination against girls with disabilities, causing them to not have
regular access to sexual and reproductive health care, or, in many cases, face abuse and
exploitation.78 In some Member States, forced sterilization of persons with disabilities is still
legal and practiced.79 The Special Rapporteur has made several legal, policy, and other
recommendations to address these issues, but progress in many countries is slow or
nonexistent.80
The Rights of Persons with Disabilities to Equal Recognition Before the Law
As a central pillar to human rights, equal recognition before the law is often described as the
right to have rights.81 Equal recognition stipulates the right of each individual person to hold
rights and obligations under law.82 Often, persons with disabilities are denied equal recognition
before the law due primarily to the assumption that persons with disabilities are without legal
capacity because of some medical condition or impairment that leaves them incapacitated in the
eyes of the law. Upon a restriction of legal capacity, persons with disabilities are placed under a
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guardianship or curatorship, where an appointed legal representative makes decisions on their
behalf, or in some instances, decisions are made by identified medical personnel or by a court.83
Under such a framework, persons with disabilities are often denied of their fundamental rights
and are restricted to the rights associated to them by their representation.84 These practices can
perpetuate discrimination and continue on the path of exclusions against persons with
disabilities.85 The CRPD has begun to shift attitudes regarding the legal capacity of persons with
disabilities by moving towards a human rights based approach and now considers persons with
disabilities as holders of rights rather than recipients of social welfare only.86
Within Article 12 of the CRPD, there are four primary obligations of Member States. The first
being that Member States must recognize all persons with disabilities as having a universal legal
capacity.87 This requires an adoption of legislation that clearly recognizes the capacity of persons
with disabilities to create, modify, or end legal relationships.88 Additionally, this recognition
must include the exercise of the rights to property and the right to control financial affairs.89
Under the second obligation, Member States must abolish and prohibit all systems of substitute
decision-making.90 Third, Member States are called to develop decision-making arrangements
that are supported and where legal capacity is never removed in addition to establishing
safeguards aimed at ensuring that rights are respected based upon the individuals rights, will, and
preferences.91
Future Outlook
The international community continues to work to reform legal frameworks such that they ensure
the right to legal capacity of all persons with disabilities.92 Progress in individual Member States
varies, but some have looked to establish comprehensive systems that coordinate effective access
to supported decision-making of persons with disabilities.93 For many Member States, they alck
the capacity to fully implement the CRPD and need assistance from development partners in
order to ensure that their disables citizens are fully able to realize their human rights. Sometimes,
this may require the training of State authorities, the private sector, public officials, service
providers, and other key actors, though some countries struggle with financing or infrastructure
development that can support persons with disabilities.94
Focus Questions
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•
•
•
•
•

Has your Member State signed and ratified the CPRD?
What is the legal regime for persons with disabilities in your country?
Does your State have a stance on how persons with disabilities should be treated
nationally or internationally?
Does your region have any agreements or frameworks on persons with disabilities?
What UN bodies or specialized agencies could best support Member States seeking to
promote the rights of persons with disabilities?
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