
 

BACKGROUND NOTE 

  

The Responsibility to Protect 
 

Who is responsible for protecting people from gross violations of human rights? 

 
Emergence of the concept 
 

Debating the right to “humanitarian intervention” (1990s) 
 

Following the tragedies in Rwanda and the Balkans in the 1990s, the international community 

began to seriously debate how to react effectively when citizens’ human rights are grossly and 

systematically violated. The question at the heart of the matter was whether States have 

unconditional sovereignty over their affairs or whether the international community has the right 

to intervene in a country for humanitarian purposes.  

 

In his Millennium Report of 2000, then Secretary-General Kofi Annan, recalling the failures of the 

Security Council to act in a decisive manner in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, put forward a 

challenge to Member States: “If humanitarian intervention is, indeed, an unacceptable assault on 

sovereignty, how should we respond to a Rwanda, to a Srebrenica, to gross and systematic violation 

of human rights that offend every precept of our common humanity?” 

 

From humanitarian intervention to the responsibility to protect (2001) 
 

The expression “responsibility to protect” was first presented in the report of the International 

Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), set up by the Canadian Government in 

December 2001. The Commission had been formed in response to Kofi Annan's question of when 

the international community must intervene for humanitarian purposes. Its report, “The 

Responsibility to Protect,” found that sovereignty not only gave a State the right to “control” its 

affairs, it also conferred on the State primary “responsibility” for protecting the people within its 

borders. It proposed that when a State fails to protect its people – either through lack of ability or a 

lack of willingness – the responsibility shifts to the broader international community. 

 

Report of the High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change (2004) 
 

In 2004, the High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change, set up by Secretary-General Kofi 

Annan, endorsed the emerging norm of a responsibility to protect – often called “R2P” – stating that 

there is a collective international responsibility, ‘exercisable by the Security Council authorizing 

military intervention as a last resort, in the event of genocide and other large-scale killing, ethnic 

cleansing and serious violations of humanitarian law which sovereign governments have proved 

powerless or unwilling to prevent.” The panel propos
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Report of the Secretary-General: In larger freedom (2005) 
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Reports of the Secretary-General 


