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Topic 1: Protection of Civilians in Areas of Armed Conflict  

The protection of civilians in armed conflict remains an area of priority for the United 

Nations in its upkeep of international peace and security, particularly given the volatile nature 

of armed conflict in the present day and the dire threat to civilian livelihood in such 

situations. The United Nations designates such responsibility of upkeep in part to its Security 

Council, but the General Assembly of the United Nations, in particular, the First Committee 

of the General Assembly (DISEC/GA1), has an especially relevant role given representation 

within the Assembly of all United Nations member states and the collective responsibility 

amongst all member states to protect and promote international humanitarian law, including 

as it applies to civilians in such situations. The United Nations Security Council and General 

Assembly have established the 

essential standards for civilian 

protection repeatedly through 

resolutions and where 

necessary, mandates for the 

United Nations to conduct 

peace operations in areas of 

armed conflict.  

The protection of civilians in armed conflict is necessary to discuss and debate in 

contemporary global affairs as current warfare demonstrates that previously established 

principles guaranteeing civilians the protection and promotion of their human rights, 

including safety, sanitation and livelihood, have not been respected by state and non-state 

actors amidst armed conflict. Current major conflicts, from the situation in Afghanistan to the 

Tigray War in East Africa, have fallen well short of the international standards protecting 

Protection of Civilians Mandate. UN Peacekeeping. 

https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/protection-of-civilians-mandate  

https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/protection-of-civilians-mandate
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civilians in armed conflict, with severe internal displacement, grotesque violence, including 

sexual assault as a weapon of war, and malnutrition and poverty common in nearly all 

conflict zones. The protection of civilians in armed conflict is such an imperative area of 

concern that the United Nations Security Council has made 761 decisions since 2008 with 

reference to the protection of civilians.  

The protection of civilians in armed conflict enjoys special status within international 

law, given the Geneva Convention and its Fourth Convention relative to the Protection of 

Civilian Persons in Time of War as well as Protocol I relating to the Protection of Victims of 

International Armed Conflicts and Protocol II relating to the Protection of Victims of Non-

International Armed Conflict. As such, despite the code of conduct in warfare drastically 

changing since the Geneva Convention was formed in the late 19th and early 20th century, 

given the rapid digitalization and modernization of warfare, the Geneva Convention in its 

entirety is considered the mainstay by which current conflict is conducted. Nearly all recent 

international and non-international armed conflict, from the War in Afghanistan to the 

Occupation of Iraq, fall under the purview of the Geneva Convention, thereby extending its 

applicability to all UN member states. Additionally, the United Nations has played an 

instrumental role in advocating for a basis to which states can intervene and support the 

implementation of international humanitarian law, leading to the establishment of the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine guaranteeing the prevention of future genocide, war 

crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity.   

It is particularly important that the United Nations General Assembly addresses this 

area, as the applicability of international humanitarian law must not be dictated by few state 

and intergovernmental actors -- chiefly, the US, European Union, and NATO -- but rather a 

commitment shared by the international community. In recent years, the European Union and  
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African Union have both made significant progress in establishing doctrinal guidelines by 

which the protection of civilians in armed conflict can occur, and given as recently as 2016 

that ten UN peacekeeping operations fell under a broad mandate to protect civilians, it is 

imperative that member states of the United Nations collectively address this critical area in 

international humanitarian law, to ensure the atrocities witnessed in conflict areas from 

Bosnia to Rwanda never repeat again, and that civilians finding themselves in an area of 

conflict are not deprived the most basic human rights otherwise considered sacrosanct and 

inviolable.  
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Topic 2: Privatization of Modern Warfare and the Use of Mercenaries  

Modern warfare has become privatized at an alarming rate since the turn of the 

millennium, despite mercenaries being deemed “unlawful combatants'' in international 

humanitarian law. Private military and security companies (PMSC) have enjoyed lucrative 

contracts in recent years on behalf of state actors to engage in conflict around the world, 

acting as a cost-effective alternative to the deployment of national armed forces, yet the 

evasion of responsibility for their conduct given the sensitive nature of their agreement with 

respective governments is often in blatant violation of the UN Charter. The General 

Assembly of the United Nations, especially its First Committee (DISEC/GA1), has a 

particular responsibility to oversee and govern the privatization of modern warfare to ensure 

personnel employed by PMSCs are subject to the same legal accountability that armed forces 

ordinarily would under national and international law.   

The privatization of modern warfare, though heightened in recent years after the 

occupation of Iraq and the war in Afghanistan, is not a new phenomenon. Private companies 

employing mercenaries to engage in warfare for a state actor is a practice traceable 

throughout the 20th century, with The Organization of African Unity, the predecessor to the 

current African Union, outlawing the use of mercenaries in Africa with its 1977 Convention 

for the Elimination of Mercenarism in Africa given their role during the process of African 

decolonization. That same year, Protocol I, an amendment protocol to the Geneva 

Conventions, specifically outlawed the use of mercenaries in armed conflict, barring them 

from seeking ‘combatant’ or ‘prisoner of war’ status, yet many nation states, in full defiance 

of international law, continue to employ mercenaries and private individuals to engage in 

warfare.   



General Assembly 1 

5 | G A 1  
 

The privatization of 

warfare, however, is not limited 

to the employment of 

mercenaries by PMSCs to act 

and engage in armed conflict, 

but also to provide high-level 

weapon maintenance, security 

assistance and intelligence 

gathering. They can also play a 

particularly important role in 

supplying governments with 

risk assessments on the nature 

of conflict in a given area or 

region, despite technically 

being able to pursue contracts with several parties and actors at any given point even within 

that same region. Lastly, the increasing modernization of warfare has meant PMSCs have 

also played a significant role in technological provision for governments, often violating 

existing national and international human rights frameworks by phone tapping, intercepting 

electronic communications, and other invasive technological practices.  

The privatization of modern warfare is ultimately alarming given the threat to human 

rights posed by PMSCs and the lack of accountability for any human rights violations. Be it 

privacy and private security invasions, the use of indiscriminate force on civilian populations 

during armed conflict, and/or territorial violations, the activities of PMSCs are often not 

subject to traditional notions of legal recourse given issues of universal jurisdiction, nature of 

involvement, parties pursuant to any litigation and determining responsibility given the 

A Fistful of Contractors. British American Security Council. 

https://www.academia.edu/8851835/The_Case_for_a_Pragmatic_A

ssessment_of_Private_Military_Companies_in_Iraq  

https://www.academia.edu/8851835/The_Case_for_a_Pragmatic_Assessment_of_Private_Military_Companies_in_Iraq
https://www.academia.edu/8851835/The_Case_for_a_Pragmatic_Assessment_of_Private_Military_Companies_in_Iraq
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contractual agreement between a state actor and PMSC. This raises a wider question over the 

liability of PMSCs in international law, and whether the United Nations and its judicial 

mechanisms can apply the appropriate penalty for infractions of human rights law by PMSCs, 

and where necessary, the state actors that employ them.   

To that end, it is apparent that existing UN frameworks such as the International 

Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries, alongside 

other frameworks governing the privatization of conflict, either must be amended to reflect 

changes in various geopolitical landscapes or must enjoy greater ratification to ensure 

sovereign compliance with international humanitarian law. The United Nations General 

Assembly must work to address the situation to prevent companies and state actors from 

evading justice for abuses elsewhere.  
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