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Welcome Letter by the Secretary Generals 

Dear Delegates, 

we, the secretariat of HamMUN 2019, would like to give a warm welcome to all of you that 

have come from near and far to participate in the 21st Edition of Hamburg Model United 

Nations. We hope to give you an enriching and enlightening experience that you can look back 

on with joy.  

Over the course of 4 days in total, you are going to try to find solutions for some of the most 

challenging problems our world faces today. Together with students from all over the world, 

you will hear opinions that might strongly differ from your own, or present your own divergent 

opinion.  We hope that you take this opportunity to widen your horizon, to, in a respectful 

manner, challenge and be challenged and form new friendships.  

With this year’s slogan “Shaping a New Era of Democracy” we would like to invite you to 

engage in and develop peaceful ways to solve and prevent conflicts. To remain respectful and 

considerate in diplomatic negotiations in a time where we experience our political climate as 

rough, and to focus on what unites us rather than divides us. As we are moving towards an even 

more globalized and highly military armed world, facing unprecedented threats such as climate 

change and Nuclear Warfare, international cooperation has become more important than ever 

to ensure peace and stability. 

During the last year our team has worked tirelessly to turn HamMUN into a platform for you, 

where you can grow as a person, step out of your comfort zone and be the best delegate you 

can possibly be. We can’t wait to share it with you and are looking forward to an unforgettable 

time.  

Yours Sincerely, 

Leah Mathiesen & Tobias Hinderks 

Secretary Generals 
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Introduction Letter by the Chairs 

Dear delegates, 

We welcome you to the 2019 HAMMUN Human Rights Council (HRC). We are Sören, Sarah, 

and Christopher and we will be your chairs for this conference. We have prepared two 

interesting (and important!) topics for you to debate.1 Furthermore, we have compiled a short 

overview on the HRC. However, before diving into the fun stuff we would like to start with 

some words on the human rights council and encourage you to prepare well for the conference. 

Human rights are essential to societies. They don’t just correlate with societies’ progress; they 

are the measure of its progress. In the words of the 14th Dalai Lama (1989), “peace can only 

last where human rights are respected, where the people are fed, and where individuals and 

nations are free.” The Human Rights Council is the United Nations forum dedicated to 

investigating and combating human rights violations. 

We strongly encourage you to prepare well for the conference. Especially as a first timer it will 

help you get into the rhythm and understand what is going on. You will be holding speeches 

and negotiating with your fellow delegates. Thus, apart from communication skills, you will 

also have to research both our topics and your assigned country. There are many resources that 

can help you get started and are just a quick online search away.2 Please note that our guides 

are not intended to be a comprehensive overview of the topics and we hope you make use of 

our suggestions for further reading. 

We would like to encourage each and every one of you to actively participate in the committee, 

regardless of previous experience. Although other delegates possibly have a better 

understanding of what is happening, everyone has something to contribute to the debates and 

negotiations. Even if you had exams and were not able to prepare for the conference, you can 

still make the best of a very basic understanding of the topic and learn as you go along. 

(However, we strongly advise you to prepare well!) Even if you’re 

dissatisfied with your linguistic abilities, you can still train your 

ability to communicate your positions. You shouldn’t compare 

 

 
1 You can contact Sarah with questions about Topic A, and Sören with questions 

about Topic B. 
2 One example: https://bestdelegate.com/how-to-face-your-fear-in-mun-5-tips-

for-new-delegates/ 

https://bestdelegate.com/how-to-face-your-fear-in-mun-5-tips-for-new-delegates/
https://bestdelegate.com/how-to-face-your-fear-in-mun-5-tips-for-new-delegates/
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yourselves to others, but rather concentrate on what you yourselves can do to learn the most 

from this opportunity. 

Lastly, don’t forget to relax and have fun between committee sessions. MUNs are about making 

friends and sometimes sacrificing some sleep, in favour of Socials. ;-) 

Looking forward to meeting you!  

Sören, Sarah & Christopher  
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Introduction to the Committee 

1. Introduction to Human Rights 

Human rights concern various aspects of liberty and security and were enshrined in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 (UN General Assembly, 1948). The 

core characteristic of human rights is that “everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms 

[…], without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or 

other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no 

distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status of the 

country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-

governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty” (UDHR, Article 2).3 In the context of 

international relations human rights are important as common values unite. 

2. The International Bill of Human Rights 

The International Bill of Human Rights informally refers to the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR; adopted in 1948), the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR) (1966) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR) (1966). The UDHR is non-binding, while the covenants became binding in 

1976, when a sufficient number of countries ratified them4 (Law Teacher, 2013). 

3. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

The UDHR was drafted in 1948 by representatives from all over the world and constitutes a 

milestone in human rights and accomplishment of UN diplomacy. Although it is not legally 

binding, its significance is overwhelming. It has inspired many constitutions (Hannum, 1998, 

p. 150) and is - at least partly - considered a part of customary international law (UN OHCHR, 

2009), since no state explicitly rejects its principles (Hannum, 1998, p. 149). This is in 

agreement with Article 38 of the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, which governs 

treaties between states (Vienna Convention, 1969). 

 

 
3 The last part of Article 2 has some interesting history as can be read in (Waltz, 

2002, pp. 444-445). 
4 Each “Covenant enter[ed] into force three months after the date of the deposit 

with the Secretary-General of the United Nations of the thirty-fifth instrument 

of ratification or instrument of accession.” ICESCR, article 27; ICCPR, article 

49 
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4. Introduction to HRC 

4.1. Origins: HRC replaces CHR 

The original UN forum for human rights was the Commission on Human Rights (CHR). It was 

founded in 1946 as a sub-body to the UN Economic and Social Council and dissolved in 2006 

in favour of the HRC, due to increasing criticism of politicization within the commission. Many 

states with bad human rights records would band together to scrutinize their geopolitical rivals 

while deflecting blame from themselves. Examples are the increasing tabling of no-action 

motions and presenting of clean slates where regional groups (who were responsible of 

suggesting candidates for the commission) would only present as many candidates as there were 

vacant seats, to force the election of their chosen candidates (Spohr, 2010, pp. 172-174). 

4.2. HRC structure 

The HRC has several tools and mechanisms in place to further its agenda of promoting and 

protecting human rights. Most notably these include the universal periodic review, special 

procedures, and the complaint procedure (Spohr, 2010, p. 171).5 Further mechanisms include 

the advisory committee that can be compared to a think-tank. Figure 1 schematically shows the 

operation of the HRC.  

The Human Rights and Alliance of Civilizations Room (formally Room XX) is the room in 

Geneva where the HRC convenes. The council members meet here to establish Special 

Procedures mandates and commissions of inquiries, debate resolutions and more. These actions 

affect the real world. Various missions are started by the HRC that have a good acceptance by 

the affected countries. The results of these missions are delivered back to the council which can 

use the information gathered to make informed decisions. 

 

 
5 A short introduction can be found in the HRC booklet from the HRC website 
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Figure 1 Overview of the work of the HRC (HRC Secretariat, 2017) 

4.3. Universal Periodic Review 

The Universal Periodic Review is a process designed to hold states to account to their 

statements and actions through equal treatment. Each member state is reviewed by the council 

every 4.5 years. In the review states must report on their interior human rights situation, then 

they receive recommendations, and then they make commitments based on these 

recommendations. Post-review they should report annually on progress towards the 

commitments (UN Human Rights Council, 2019). 

4.4. Special Procedures 

The Special Procedures are several mechanisms the HRC can utilize to gain information and 

advice on thematic and country-specific issues. The HRC assigns this task to single experts or 

groups of up to five who may use a wide variety of measures, such as convening expert 

consultations and visiting territories upon invitation and raise awareness of issues and send 

communications states and other entities to further the goals of the 

mission (UN Human Rights Council, 2019). 

4.5. Complaint Procedure 

The Complaint Procedure is an opportunity for states and non-state 

actors to bring evidence of situations of gross provable human 

rights violations to the council. The process was established in 
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2007 and is based on the previous 1503 procedure. In favour of victim-orientation reports are 

generally handled in a confidential manner (UN Human Rights Council, 2019).6 

4.6. Limits 

Although the resolutions that are passed by the HRC of course carry weight - as always - the 

only body within the UN organ framework that has the authority to undertake substantive action 

is the Security Council (UN). The HRC resolutions may propose use of the variety of tools, like 

the abovementioned, at its disposal to investigate and comment on situations in the world. 

5. Criticism 

The largest criticisms raised against the HRC is bloc voting and a resulting bias against Israel 

since its inception (Evans, 2008), continuing in the fashion of the CHR. Originally the US – 

who had previously pushed for the replacement of the CHR - was unwilling to join the HRC at 

its inception as it again accepted states with bad human rights records as council members 

(Spohr, 2010, pp. 174-175). In June 2018 the US withdrew from the HRC with US envoy Nikki 

Haley calling it a “cesspool of political bias” (BBC, 2018). The main criticism is that the Israel-

Palestine conflict is the only geopolitically specified permanent agenda item. (For criticism see 

(Wintour, 2019). For the HRC permanent agenda items see (UN Human Rights Council, 2007)).  

  

 

 
6 A short introduction can be found in the HRC complaint procedure booklet: 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/HRC_booklet_EN.p

df 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/HRC_booklet_EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/HRC_booklet_EN.pdf
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Topic A: Ending Female Genital Mutilation and Addressing Its 

Impact on Health and Development 

Female genital mutilation (FGM) refers to all procedures of partial or total removal of the 

external female genitalia, or any injury to or removal of tissue from the female genital organs, 

for non-medical reasons (UNICEF, 2016). It is practiced in a variety of forms, often for ritual 

or cultural reasons (Pauls, 2019). The practice bears significant health risks and is 

internationally recognised as a form of violence against women and a human rights violation. 

At least 200 million living women and girls have been subjected to FGM (WHO, 2018), 

meaning that it affects a significant portion of the world’s female population. 

This topic addresses the international efforts to end the practice of FGM and the mitigation of 

its impact on health and equality. The study guide will provide an overview of the terminology, 

the different forms and dangers of FGM (1), the details the areas and reasons for its spread (2), 

and outline the negative consequences on development and women’s equality (3). In addition, 

we will look at the United Nations’ response, as well as regional and national efforts in the 

eradication of FGM (4). 

1. Overview of Female Genital Mutilation 

1.1. Terminology 

Different terminology exists to describe female genital mutilation, which has evolved with 

increasing awareness of FGM and its risks. As the names for the practice carry different 

connotations about its severity, the chosen language constitutes a judgement of both the practice 

itself and those that carry it out.  

In early research on FGM, the commonly used term was female circumcision, analogous to the 

language for cutting performed on male genitalia. Starting in the 1970s, objections to this 

naming arose to highlight the different nature of FGM compared to circumcision on males. 

While female circumcision has now largely disappeared from use 

in international organisations and academia, it remains the 

description for the practice in some African languages (UNICEF, 

2013).  

To establish a clear linguistic distinction, emphasise the harm of 

the act and give it a negative connotation, female genital mutilation 
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(FGM) was created as an alternative term. It gained international support when it was adopted 

by the Inter-African Committee on Traditional Practices Affecting the Health of Women and 

Children in 1990, and subsequently by the World Health Organization (WHO) in 1991. Upon 

recommendation from the WHO, the terminology was also adopted by other organisations 

within the United Nations system (WHO, 2008).  

However, describing the practice as a mutilation can be seen as conferring condemnation of 

practicing communities, for which FGM may be deeply rooted in their culture (Eliah, 

REACHing for a healthier future, 1996). In 1999, the UN Special Rapporteur on Traditional 

Practices warned that the name FGM was tactless towards traditions and could estrange those 

that still carry out the act, making social change for its elimination more challenging (UN 

Commission on Human Rights, 1999). To be more culturally sensitive, some researchers and 

international aid workers are using the term female genital cutting (FGC). Like with female 

circumcision, however, FGC is criticised for playing down the negative impact of the act 

(UNICEF, 2013). 

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the United Nations Population Fund 

(UNFPA) attempt to find a compromise between a recognition of the harmfulness and cultural 

sensitivity by employing the hybrid term female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C). On a 

policy level, the mutilation is highlighted to capture the significance and violence of the 

practice. When working with practicing communities, it is referred to as cutting instead 

(UNICEF, 2005). 

For the purpose of this study guide, we will utilise the name FGM. 

1.2. Description and Types 

Female genital mutilation is an umbrella term for different procedures of removal of or 

intentional injury to the external female genital organs. It is mostly carried out on girls aged 

between 0 and 15 years, with the age at which FGM is performed varying with local traditions. 

In every case, FGM is intended to predate first sexual intercourse 

or marriage (UNICEF, 2005). To distinguish between different 

forms for the purposes of research and response, the World Health 

Organization (WHO), UNICEF and the UNFPA developed a 

classification of the different anatomical procedures of FGM in 

1997 (World Health Organization, 1997), which has become 
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commonly adopted in scientific literature. Figure 2 shows the different types according to the 

WHO definition. 

 

Figure 2: Types of female genital mutilation. Source: (Yih Wen & Baity, 2018) 

The typology of FGM by the WHO is defined as follows (UNICEF, 2013): 

Type 1: Clitoris and/or prepuce (clitoral hood) are partially or completely removed. Medically, 

this is referred to as clitoridectomy. In some practicing communities, FGM of this type is called 

sunnah, which means ‘tradition’ in Arabic. 

Type 2: Clitoris and labia minora (inner labia) are partially or completely removed. It is a more 

severe form than Type 1. There is considerable variation in the degree of cutting within this 

type, as it covers the entire range of procedures between Types 1 and 3. This type of FGM is 

often referred to as excision. 

Type 3: Clitoris, labia minora and labia majora (outer labia) are cut or removed completely. 

The remaining tissue is stitched together to narrow the vaginal 

opening. This is referred to as infibulation. The resulting adhesion 

of scar tissue also results in partial or complete covering of the 

urinary tract opening. This is the most severe form of FGM. 

Type 4: This type covers all forms of cutting and injury of female 

genitalia which do not fall under the definitions of Types 1 to 3. 
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Examples include pricking of the genitals to cause bleeding, piercing and incision of the clitoris 

or labia, removal of tissue surrounding the vaginal opening, scarring the clitoris through 

burning, and injury of the clitoris, the vaginal opening and the inner vagina with corrosive 

substances. While some forms of FGM that fall under Type 4 can be considered less invasive 

as the previous types, others are potentially more harmful and dangerous than even Type 3. 

1.3. Dangers of FGM 

Both the act of cutting itself and the consequences of having to live with mutilated genitalia 

carry significant health risks for the women and girls subjected to it, up to and including death. 

While corrective surgery may be able to alleviate some of the outcomes, FGM is irreversible 

and the consequences are lifelong. Adverse health outcomes increase with the severity of the 

FGM performed, but no type is without risk (WHO, 2019). Crucially, there is no health benefit 

whatsoever of any type of FGM and thus no medical justification for the practice (WHO, 2008). 

This next section provides an overview of both short-term and long-term health risks. 

Short-term risks: All forms of FGM involve cutting or injury of nerve ends and sensitive 

genital tissue; this causes extreme pain. Even when local anaesthesia is used, it is not always 

effective. Women and girls subjected to FGM may continue to experience severe pain over the 

entire healing period (WHO, 2019), which lasts a few days for Types 1 and 2, but may last 

multiple weeks for Type 3 (Nour, 2008). When the clitoral artery or other blood vessels are cut 

during the procedure, a consequence is excessive bleeding (WHO, 2019), which in some cases 

can lead to death (UNICEF, 2013). Remaining genital tissue may experience swelling following 

mutilation. Furthermore, as with any open wound, there is also a risk of infection; swelling, 

infections and injury to the urethra can make urination painful following FGM. In some cases, 

it may even result in urinary retention or a blocking of the urinary tract, making the women 

unable to perform unassisted urination (WHO, 2019). Those subjected to Type 3 FGM often 

also have their legs bound together for days or weeks following the procedure, as any movement 

would result in stretching or reopening of the stitched tissue (Talle, 

1993). The physical pain and impairments of the intervention is 

often traumatic for the affected women and girls and can result in 

lifelong psychological consequences, such as post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) (WHO, 2008). Even when medical interventions 

could alleviate some of the negative outcomes, care-seeking 
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percentages are low. A Norwegian study on immigrant women from countries where FGM is 

practiced found that only those that had developed a negative attitude towards the practice were 

likely to seek assistance (Mbanya, Gele, Diaz, & Kumar, 2018). As detrimental outcomes of 

FGM are only documented when affected women and girls seek treatment in hospitals, the true 

extent of immediate complications of FGM is unknown (Obermeyer, 2005). 

Long-term risks: All types of FGM carry health risks that may either last for a lifetime or occur 

at any time following the procedure (WHO, 2019). Damaging and scarring of tissue may result 

in unprotected or trapped nerve endings, resulting in chronic pain. Women and girls that were 

subjected to FGM are also at an increased risk of dangerous infections over their lives. This 

includes genital infections with symptoms such as chronic pain, itching and vaginal discharge, 

and the formation of abscesses and cysts on the outer genitalia (WHO, 2019), infections of the 

reproductive tract that may cause pelvic pain and in extreme cases may even lead to infertility 

(UNICEF, 2005) and infections of the urinary tract that lead to painful urination and may, if not 

treated, damage the kidneys, potentially resulting in death from kidney failure (WHO, 2019). 

FGM, especially Type 3, can lead to obstruction of the urinary and genital tract opening. This 

hinders the flow of the urinary stream and menstrual blood, and results in painful urination and 

menstruation (Okwudili & Chukwudi, 2012). Narrowing of the vaginal opening may make the 

admission of an erect penis impossible. In these cases, affected women and girls are ‘cut open’ 

for the purpose of sexual intercourse. The procedure is called defibulation and carries its own 

health risks (WHO, 2008). As all types of FGM involve the damaging or amputation of tissue 

from the erogenous zones of the genitalia, the practice inherently also leads to a decrease in 

sexual enjoyment. Scarring and resulting increased sensitivity of the genital area may even 

make intercourse severely painful. The experience of FGM can also lead to association of 

sexual activity with traumatic memories. As a result, women that were subjected to FGM were 

found to have difficulties reaching orgasm and were generally less pleased by sex (El-Defrawi 

et al., 2001). The dangers of FGM are especially significant in childbirth, as mutilated genitals 

have been linked to an increase in ruptured blood vessels during 

birth and an increased medical need for caesarean sections. A 2006 

study by the WHO found that death rates for babies during and 

immediately after birth were increased by 15% if their mothers had 

undergone FGM Type 1, by 32% if their mothers had undergone 

FGM Type 2, and by 55% if their mothers had undergone FGM 
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Type 3 (WHO study group on female genital mutilation and obstetric outcome, 2006). There is 

also a significantly increased risk of maternal mortality, especially for women who deliver 

outside of hospital settings (WHO, 2008). In case of FGM Type 3, defibulation may be 

necessary to widen the vaginal opening for birth. This is sometimes followed by infibulation 

and repeated for the birth of every child (Pauls, 2019). 

In many places, FGM is carried out by traditional practitioners without medical training. Their 

practices may involve the use of non-sterile razors, no anaesthetics and no antibiotics. Aside 

from increased pain and risk of infections with potentially mortal consequences, communicable 

diseases like HIV and tetanus can also be spread in this way (Shell-Duncan, The medicalization 

of female "circumcision": harm reductionor promotion of a dangerous practice?, 2001). To 

make FGM safer, reduce the most extensive forms and get reliable data on its propagation, 

some have proposed to allow medical professionals to perform certain forms of FGM. This is 

called medicalisation or clinicalisation of FGM (Obiora, 1997). Indeed, in some practicing 

communities there is an increased demand to have FGM performed by trained medical 

professionals (UNICEF, 2013). The WHO, however, declared in 1982 that it is unethical for 

“any health officials in any setting – including hospitals or other health establishments” to 

perform FGM (World Health Organization, 1982). The WHO continues to hold the position 

that performance of FGM is incompatible with medical ethics and women’s right to life, 

physical integrity and health, and that there is no evidence that medicalisation has led to a 

reduction in spread and severity of FGM (WHO, 2008). 

2. Prevalence of Female Genital Mutilation 

2.1. Areas Where FGM is Practiced 

The practice of female genital mutilation is centred in 30 countries in Northern and Central 

Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. The countries where FGM is prevalent are Benin, Burkina 

Faso, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, 

Ethiopia, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Indonesia, Iraq, 

Kenya, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra 

Leone, Somalia, Sudan, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda and Yemen 

(UNICEF, 2016). Figure 3 shows the countries in Africa and the 

Middle East where FGM is concentrated, with the percentage of 

women and girls affected. Indonesia is the only country outside the 
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region where FGM is prevalent; 49 percent of women and girls are subjected to FGM in 

Indonesia (UNICEF, 2016).  

 

Figure 3: Prevalence of FGM in Africa and the Middle East, by country. Source: (UNICEF, 2013) 

As the colour code in the figure indicates, UNICEF groups countries into five categories of 

prevalence: very high prevalence countries (Group 1), moderately high prevalence countries 

(Group 2), moderately low prevalence countries (Group 3), low prevalence countries (Group 4) 

and very low prevalence countries (Group 5) (UNICEF, 2013). It should be noted that despite 

the concentration in these 30 countries, FGM occurs globally. Often, the practice is brought by 

migrants from countries where FGM is still common that have either already been cut or 

continue the practice in their country of destination; it may also 

occur in small communities that also have a history of FGM. Cases 

of FGM have been observed in Europe, North America, Latin 

America and Australia (UNICEF, 2016).  

It is estimated that 200 million women and girls worldwide have 

undergone FGM (UNICEF, 2016), with 3 million additional girls 
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being subjected to FGM every year (UNICEF, 2013). Despite a decline in the prevalence of 

FGM over the last three decades, this is merely in percentage of the total population. Population 

growth in practicing areas is projected to lead to an increase in the total number of women and 

girls affected (UNICEF, 2016). Communities in which FGM is practiced have usually been 

doing so for generations; if little social history of FGM exists, it is also rarely practiced. The 

most accurate indicator for whether girls will undergo FGM is whether their mother was 

subjected to the procedure (UNICEF, 2013). While FGM numbers on a national level carry 

importance for legislative approaches, there are often significant differences among regions, 

ethnic groups and social classes within the affected countries. In countries belonging to Group 

1 and 2, FGM is usually practiced by most of the population and variation in prevalence is low. 

Here, FGM is the norm and communities and parents that do not subject their daughters to it 

are outliers (UNICEF, 2013). In countries belonging to Group 2 and 3, on the other hand, there 

are significant variations in prevalence between regions, ethnic groups, social classes and levels 

of education. Senegal, for example, has some areas that are virtually free of FGM, while in 

others over 90 percent of women and girls are affected (UNICEF, 2013). While no causal link 

can be established that holds true for all of the 30 countries, girls in rural areas appear to be 

more susceptible to FGM (UNICEF, 2013). Generally, belonging to a wealthier class in an 

affected country also reduces the risk of being subjected to FGM. However, exceptions exist: 

in Mali, FGM is practiced more in urban than in rural areas, and is most common among the 

richest quintile of the population (UNICEF, 2018). 

Since 1990, a significant decline in reported rates of FGM among girls aged 0-14 can be 

observed. In East African countries, the prevalence of FGM among girls decreased from an 

average of 71.4 percent in 1995 to 8.0 percent in 2016. In North Africa, a decrease from 57.7 

percent in 1990 to 14.1 percent in 2015 was recorded. In West Africa, the prevalence reduced 

from 73.6 percent in 1996 to 25.4 percent in 2017. This means that among the young generation, 

the number of affected is significantly lower than the overall country percentages presented in 

Figure 3. However, the decrease significantly differs between 

countries, with some being responsible for much of this 

development (Kandala, Ezejimofor, Uthman, & Komba, 2018). As 

UNICEF notes, though, most data on FGM relies on self-reporting 

by affected women and girls or their mothers. Increased 
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stigmatisation of the practice could potentially have led to underreporting, accounting for some 

of the observed decreases (UNICEF, 2016). 

2.2. Reasons and Beliefs Behind the Propagation of FGM 

To understand why FGM is practiced and to develop strategies towards ending it, it is important 

to look at the reasons given by practicing communities. Where it is practiced, it is usually seen 

as a cultural norm and tradition, and individuals opposing it may face harassment or are 

ostracised. Crucially, many of the practicing communities are aware of the harmful effects on 

women and girls, but continue to uphold FGM as a social norm (UNFPA, 2019). In some cases, 

women and girls have requested political asylum in other countries specifically to escape FGM, 

while in other cases adult women that have not undergone FGM actively request it to conform 

to values of their community (Pauls, 2019). Reasons given for performing FGM can be divided 

into five categories: psychosexual reasons, sociological and cultural reasons, hygiene and 

aesthetic reasons, religious reasons, and socio-economic factors (UNFPA, 2019). 

Psychosexual reasons include all justifications for FGM that concern the control of women’s 

sexuality. Removal of the clitoris and other erogenous zones significantly reduces sexual 

enjoyment, and thus women’s and girl’s desire to engage in sexual activity (UNFPA, 2019). It 

is thus seen as a method to ensure the purity and fidelity of women and girls, before marriage 

and afterwards. In extreme forms of FGM Type 3 where the vaginal opening is narrowed, 

penetration becomes impossible without defibulation. Type 3 therefore intends to ensure the 

virginity of unmarried women (UNICEF, 2016). Some practicing communities believe that 

FGM increases male pleasure during sex (UNFPA, 2019). However, reported attitudes among 

young men in affected communities actually indicate a preference for un-mutilated women 

(Abathun, Sundby, & Gele, 2016). 

Sociological and cultural reasons cover all reasons for FGM that are connected to a 

community’s traditions and culture (UNFPA, 2019). While in some places where FGM is 

practiced, it is performed shortly following birth, in others it is 

seen a rite of passage that girls need to undergo before adulthood. 

Women that have not undergone the procedure may not be 

enjoying equal status within the community (UNICEF, 2016). 

FGM is also used by some communities as a feature that 

distinguishes members from outsiders; women’s refusal to 
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undergo the procedure is then perceived as rejection of the community itself (Hernlund, 2000). 

Sometimes, myths about female fertility and genitalia also help perpetuate the practice 

(UNFPA, 2019). 

Hygiene and aesthetic reasons include all pseudo-medical reasons and beauty standards 

(UNFPA, 2019). Some practicing communities believe that women’s sexual organs are 

inherently ‘dirty’ and FGM thus has hygienic benefits. The clitoris may also be thought of as a 

‘masculine’ part of the female genitalia, whose removal is a requirement for womanhood. 

Neither belief is supported by scientific evidence (WHO, 2008). Aesthetic reasons for FGM 

include the belief that un-mutilated genitalia are ‘ugly’ and the smoothness resulting from the 

removal of the clitoris and labia is ‘more beautiful’ (UNFPA, 2019). 

Religious reasons are justifications for FGM that cite it as a requirement of their religion 

(UNFPA, 2019). Groups practicing FGM are heterogeneous as they follow Islam, Judaism, 

Christianity or traditional African religions. Within Islam, Judaism and Christianity, FGM is 

neither mentioned in religious texts nor is it practiced by most of their followers (WHO, 2008). 

Indeed, research suggests that FGM is an ancient practice and predates the adoption of the 

current religion in most communities where it occurs. Despite being independent of religious 

affiliation in its origin and spread, however, where FGM occurs it may be supported by local 

religious leaders and therefore perceived as a religious requirement (UNICEF, 2013). 

Socio-economic factors cover the perpetuation of FGM for economic reasons. In cultures 

where women legally and financially depend on men, FGM being considered as a requirement 

for marriage may make women willingly undergo the procedure. In some communities, the 

right to inherit property also depends on having been subjected to FGM (UNFPA, 2019). 

Traditional practitioners and medical professionals may also have an economic interest in 

advocating for the continuation of FGM (WHO, 2008). 

3. Social Consequences of FGM 

Female genital mutilation is rooted in inequalities and power 

imbalances between women and men and may thus be considered 

a form of sex-based discrimination (UNICEF, 2013). The belief 

systems supporting FGM, as mentioned above, apply different 

notions of sexual abstinence and social roles for men and women 

and assume a hierarchy between the sexes (UNICEF, 2013). As a 
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form of violence against women and girls, which has causes significant physical and 

psychological harm, FGM is not only a manifestation of gender inequality, but actively supports 

it by depriving women and girls of making independent decisions about their bodies and health 

(UNICEF, 2013). Three separate studies funded by the WHO all found a close association 

between FGM and the sexual control of women. In the explored regions, the reduction of 

women’s sexual urges and sexual autonomy was reported as a ‘benefit’ of FGM by those 

practicing it (WHO, 2010).  

The empowerment of women is of key importance for the elimination of FGM (WHO, 2008). 

Medical complications from FGM are a reason for girls to drop out of school (Nyabero, 

Omwenga, & Okari, 2016). There is a strong link between increased levels of education for 

women and girls and an abandonment of FGM (UNICEF, 2013). The FGM rate of girls was 

found to be significantly lower if the mother had completed secondary education (Gajaa, 

Wakgari, Kebede, & Derseh, 2016). Participation of women in the labour force is also linked 

with lower levels of FGM for their daughters (ICRW, 2016). Traditional patterns of behaviour 

that support FGM depend on social roles of women and girls that see them as dependent 

members of the household. Increased economic independence of women from male guardians 

also allows them to make their own sexual and reproductive health choices (UNFPA, 2007). 

4. Response to FGM 

4.1. United Nations 

The 1993 Vienna Declaration and the Programme of Action of the World Conference on Human 

Rights and the 1994 Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and 

Development were the first decisions on the UN level that urged member states to stop female 

genital mutilation. Building on this, the Joint Statement on Female Genital Mutilation by the 

WHO, UNICEF and UNFPA in 1997 marked an important recognition of FGM not only as a 

harmful medical practice, but also as a violation of existing treaties on human rights and the 

prevention of violence against women. FGM was recognised to 

violate the following agreements (World Health Organization, 

1997): 

• The right to health and health care of the 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, 
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• The condemnation of discrimination on the grounds of sex of the 1966 International 

Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 

• The elimination of prejudices and customary practices based on the idea of inferiority 

or superiority of either of the sexes of the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 

• The freedom from all forms of mental and physical violence and maltreatment of the 

1990 Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 1993 Declaration on Violence 

Against Women. 

By establishing the connection with existing international human rights law, FGM has been 

recognised as a form of violence against women and a human rights violation ever since. 

On 20 December 2012, the UN General Assembly unanimously adopted resolution 67/146 on 

“intensifying global efforts for the elimination of female genital mutilations”. It urges all UN 

member states to adopt legislation to prohibit FGM and allocate sufficient resources for their 

enforcement. The resolution also emphasises that any punitive measures should to be supported 

by culturally sensitive educational programmes aimed at changing attitudes about FGM (UN 

General Assembly, 2012). 

The UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Programme on Female Genital Mutilation was developed in 2007 

and is the largest programme within the United Nations system that is working towards the 

abandonment of FGM. It aims to change beliefs about FGM through national strategies tailored 

towards local requirements and by working with practicing communities, advising policy 

makers, and providing care for those affected. In its first phase from 2008 to 2013, the Joint 

Programme was implemented in 15 African countries (UNFPA & UNICEF, 2014). The 

programme’s second phase lasted from 2014 to 2017 and extended the programme to 16 

countries. For the third phase of the programme for the period of 2018 to 2021, UNFPA and 

UNICEF aim to provide 8 million affected girls with relief services, expand national monitoring 

mechanisms, work with regional and sub-regional political 

organisations to mobilise support, and approach over 10,000 

communities directly. The required funding for the four-year 

period is 77 million US dollars, some of which has not secured yet 

(UNFPA, 2019). 
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On 25 September 2015, heads of government from around the world unanimously adopted the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, also known as the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDG). The countries of the world and the United Nations committed themselves to realise all 

17 SDGs by the year 2030. Target 5.2 of the 2030 Agenda is to “eliminate all harmful practices, 

such as child, early and forced marriage and female genital mutilation” (United Nations, 2015). 

With this, all countries of the world are formally supporting the abandonment of FGM. 

At the request of the General Assembly, the UN Secretary General published a report in 2018 

with recommendations to Member States for further actions towards the abandonment of FGM. 

Actions recommended by the Secretary General are as follows: strengthening of the legislation 

criminalising the practice of FGM, addressing the socioeconomic causes of FGM, prioritising 

communities with high population growth in preventive programmes, establishing standardised 

monitoring and reporting methods, holding those who perform FGM accountable, incorporating 

the elimination of FGM in programmes tackling gender inequality, ensuring that health-care 

providers do not facilitate the practice, adopting national awareness-raising and prevention 

strategies, and collaborating with academic researchers, civil society and the United Nations 

(United Nations, 2018). 

4.2. National Efforts 

24 of the 29 countries in Africa and the Middle East where FGM is practiced have laws 

prohibiting it. With the exception of Guinea and the Central African Republic, where FGM has 

been banned since the 1960s, all legislation concerning FGM was adopted within the last 20 

years. Some countries on the African continent where the practice of FGM is not concentrated 

have also adopted legislation specifically countering it (UNICEF, 2013). The scope of existing 

legislation against FGM varies drastically. While in some countries, charges can be pressed 

against anyone involved in the process of FGM, including practitioners, parents, committee 

leaders and even those that have knowledge of FGM being conducted and fail to report it, in 

other countries the practice is only banned in government health 

facilities. In Mauritania, Tanzania and even Western countries like 

the United States and Canada, FGM is only illegal when conducted 

on minors and adult women may legally consent to the procedure 

(UNICEF, 2013). On the other hand, Kenya since 2011 not only 

bans FGM not only for women and girls within their borders, but 
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also prosecutes citizens who travel outside the country’s borders to subject women and girls to 

FGM (UNICEF, 2013). The one country outside Africa and the Middle East where FGM is 

prevalent, Indonesia, banned the practice of FGM in 2006. However, under pressure from 

Islamic organisations in the country, the ban was lifted in 2010. It should be noted that whilst 

FGM is once again illegal since 2014, it is currently not being prosecuted within Indonesia 

(Kine, 2016). The same phenomena can be observed in other countries where FGM is banned, 

with existing laws often not being effectively enforced (UNICEF, 2013).  

A 2010 UNICEF report on legislation to counter FGM notes that any reforms must take into 

account social support for the practice and attempt to change attitudes about it (UNICEF, 2010). 

In practice, a study of the World Health Organization found that many countries where FGM is 

banned do not accompany their legislative efforts with educational frameworks. Instead, 

preventative work and victim care are often left to non-governmental organisations and UN 

agencies (World Health Organization, 2011). Exceptions to this are Burkina Faso, Egypt, 

Ethiopia, Mali and Uganda, which have well-established anti-FGM programmes (World Health 

Organization, 2011). 

4.3. Remaining Challenges 

As mentioned above, a significant challenge of anti-FGM legislation is the implementation gap 

between laws and practice. While legislation may encourage abandonment of the practice 

through fear of prosecution, a 2010 WHO report on FGM bans found that “enforcement of these 

has been poor” (UNICEF, 2010). To make existing legal instruments against FGM more 

effective, there need to be effective reporting mechanism and the legislation needs to be 

implemented through law enforcement. 

A major hurdle to abandonment of FGM are the prevailing attitudes in practicing communities. 

In some, FGM is perceived as an integral part of their culture worth protecting (Pauls, 2019). 

Influential religious or cultural leaders in some countries advocate against legislation banning 

FGM, and, in case it is enacted regardless, in favour of continuing 

the practice despite a ban (Yi, 2016). Changing the prevailing 

attitudes of authority figures in communities may therefore 

accelerate the abandonment of the practice. 

While an increasing number of non-governmental organisations is 

providing anti-FGM programmes, they are often sustained by 
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private donors and volunteers. Programmes by national governments and initiatives by UN 

agencies also often lack technical capacities and funding (UNICEF, 2010). Increased financial 

support for education and awareness programmes about FGM could close this gap. 

Additionally, increased awareness about the dangers of FGM among young women and men 

have been found as one of the driving forces in the reduction of FGM (Abathun, Sundby, & 

Gele, 2016).  

As has been highlighted before, the accuracy of data on FGM is being put into question. Reports 

rely on surveys carried out in the affected countries, which include different questions in every 

country to work around cultural sensibilities. As a result, data is not always comparable between 

countries, and, since it relies on self-reporting, may be inaccurate in countries that have enacted 

anti-FGM legislation to disguise the prevalence of an illegal practice (UNICEF, 2013). The 

importance of accurate and comparable data has been pointed out by the UN Secretary-General 

for tracking progress on the abandonment of FGM and developing tailored response strategies 

(United Nations, 2018). 

Improved sexual education in communities where FGM is prevalent may also help in the 

abandonment. Some of the beliefs driving FGM rely on false information about women’s 

sexuality. Furthermore, understanding of women as sexual beings on the same level as men 

may tackle the sexual inequality perpetrated through the practice of FGM (WHO, 2010). 

5. Questions All Delegates and a Resolution Should Address 

(1) How is your country connected to the issue of FGM? 

a. Is FGM practiced in your country, and if so, is there a national response strategy 

yet? 

b. Is your country in a position to provide aid, expertise and technical assistance to 

other countries to help with the abandonment of FGM? 

(2) What role should the UNHRC take in the overall response 

to FGM by the UN system? 

(3) How can funding for programmes that combat FGM be 

improved? 

(4) Should some forms of FGM be tolerated as a cultural and 

traditional good of the practicing communities? 
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(5) How can women be empowered to lead in the abolishment of FGM? 

(6) Can medicalisation of FGM be helpful to reduce its health risks? 

(7) What kind of measures can be taken to offer care to women and girls that have been 

subjected to FGM? 

(8) Should countries that do not take sufficient steps to combat FGM be shamed or even be 

subjected to punitive measures? 

6. Suggestions for Further Research 

• For all 30 countries where FGM is practiced, UNICEF has statistical profiles with 

figures on how widespread FGM is, how it is performed, and what prevailing attitudes 

about the practice are: 

• https://data.unicef.org/resources/fgm-country-profiles/ 

• This statistical report by UNICEF from 2013 gives an in-depth overview of the practice 

of FGM with country-specific data that allows for comparison between countries: 

• https://www.unicef.org/cbsc/files/UNICEF_FGM_report_July_2013_Hi_res.pdf 

• A report by the International Center for Research on Women (ICRW) on education and 

FGM:  

• https://www.icrw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/ICRW-WGF-Leveraging-

Education-to-End-FGMC-Worldwide-November-2016-FINAL.pdf 

• The 1997 WHO/UNICEF/UNFPA Joint Statement on Female Genital Mutilation: 

• https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/41903/9241561866.pdf 

• Information on the UNFPA/UNICE Joint Programme:  

• https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-unicef-joint-programme-eliminate-female-genital-

mutilation 

• A/HRC/RES/32/21 of 19 July 2016, the latest resolution of 

the UN Human Rights Council adopted on the topic of 

FGM:  

https://www.refworld.org/docid/57e3d8a74.html 

 

https://data.unicef.org/resources/fgm-country-profiles/
https://www.unicef.org/cbsc/files/UNICEF_FGM_report_July_2013_Hi_res.pdf
https://www.icrw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/ICRW-WGF-Leveraging-Education-to-End-FGMC-Worldwide-November-2016-FINAL.pdf
https://www.icrw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/ICRW-WGF-Leveraging-Education-to-End-FGMC-Worldwide-November-2016-FINAL.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/41903/9241561866.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-unicef-joint-programme-eliminate-female-genital-mutilation
https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-unicef-joint-programme-eliminate-female-genital-mutilation
https://www.refworld.org/docid/57e3d8a74.html
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Topic B: Assessing Human Right Violations against Uyghurs and 

Kazakhs 

This topic addresses the reports of severe human rights violations of Uyghurs and Kazakhs in 

the Chinese province of Xinjiang that has increasingly gained attention from the international 

community. Most of the alleged offenses are connected to the involuntary and extrajudicial 

detainment of both people in government run “re-education centres”. This part of the guide will 

aim to provide a historic background of this issue (1) and give a detailed account of the current 

situation and human rights violations (2). In addition to this you will find an overview of all 

previous UN actions regarding this topic (3) and the position of several international actors (4).  

1. Historic background 

1.1. History of the Uyghurs 

To understand the issues surrounding the people known as Uyghurs7, as well as the Kazakhs, it 

is important to familiarize oneself with their origin and life circumstances. The Uyghurs and 

Kazakhs are two separate people, but both originate from Central and East Asia (Britannica, 

2019). The Uyghurs are first mentioned in writings from the 3rd century and the group gained 

further prominence when establishing their own kingdom in the 8th century in what is today 

known as Mongolia (Britannica, 2019). After being invaded by Kyrgyz forces in the 840s, the 

Uyghurs resettled in the Tien Shan mountains of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Xinjiang to 

rebuild their kingdom (Britannica, 2019). Throughout the following ages, the Uyghur people 

experienced a number of changes in leadership and varying degrees of independence 

(Britannica, 2019). One of these invasions during the 10th century led to the increasing 

Islamisation of the Uyghurs which transformed them into the Turkic language speaking, 

predominantly Sunni Muslim ethnic group they are today (Tharoor, A Brief History of the 

Uighurs, 2009). 

 

1.2. The Uyghur Autonomous Region of Xinjiang  

 

 
7 There are several ways to spell Uyghur, alternatives include Uighur, Uygur or 

Weiwu’er. For the sake of uniformity and in order to avoid confusion, we will 

utilise Uyghur as the standard spelling whilst acknowledging all other 

recognised forms of the name.   
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The majority of Uyghurs reside in what is today the Chinese province of Xinjiang, also called 

the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) with the neighbouring countries accounting 

for most of the estimated 300,000 Uyghurs living outside Xinjiang (Britannica, 2019). The 

literal translation of Xinjiang into Mandarin reads “New frontier”, a sign of what the province 

was to be when the Chinese Qing dynasty obtained control of the region in the 19th century 

(Tharoor, A Brief History of the Uighurs, 2009). Similar to the Uyghurs, the Xinjiang region 

also experienced varying degrees of independence in the past century. After the collapse of the 

Qing Empire in the beginning of the 20th century, a Turkish independence movement 

proclaimed the independent Islamic Republic of East Turkestan in the region of Xinjiang, which 

only lasted one year before being reclaimed by China (Tharoor, A Brief History of the Uighurs, 

2009). In 1944, Xinjiang once again gained independence under the protection of the Soviet 

Union and became the Second East Turkestan Republic (Tharoor, A Brief History of the 

Uighurs, 2009). As before, the independence was short-lived and by 1949 the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) had re-exerted its influence over Xinjiang. The issue was settled in 

1955, when Xinjiang was awarded the status of an autonomous region, but remaining under 

Chinese sovereignty (Tharoor, A Brief History of the Uighurs, 2009).  

Apart from the capital Ürümqi, the cities Kashgar and Turpan constitute the major cultural and 

regional centres. Especially Kashgar bears a particular significance as the centre of Uyghur 

culture and one of the most important cities along the old silk road (Britannica, 2019). The 

economic impact is still relevant today, as the new Belt and Road Initiative will cross through 

Kashgar and thereby contribute to Xinjiang’s importance to the Chinese economy. The ethnic 

makeup of Xinjiang consists of approximately 45% Uyghurs, with Han Chinese in a relatively 

close second and Kazakhs coming in as the third largest remaining group (Bhattacharji, 2008).  

Xinjiang shares a border with Kazakhstan and as the border crossing as well as re-entry was not 

well regulated for many years, the number of ethnic Kazakhs living in Xinjiang has continually 

risen (Standish, 2019). Similar to the Uyghurs, a majority of Kazakhs practice Islam as their 

predominant religious orientation (Standish, 2019).  
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Map 1: Uyghur Autonomous Region of Xinjiang, Retrieved From:  

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/chinas-problem-with-the-uighurs-vj6s5hhp2 

1.3. The Ürümqi riots  

In order to better comprehend what may have caused the current situation of the Uyghur 

population of Xinjiang, it is also important to examine and evaluate previous ethnic conflicts 

within the region that may have contributed to the government’s current policy. Tensions had 

been rising for several years as the lines of ethnic conflict in the XUAR worsened. After 

retaking Xinjiang in 1949, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) implemented several policies 

that encouraged Han Chinese migration into the region  (Clarke, 2019). This led to a dramatic 

increase of Han Chinese living in the XUAR. In the 1940s, estimates put the percentage of Han 

living in the XUAR at about 5% of the population. Today Han Chinese form the second largest 

ethnic group in Xinjiang and account for roughly 35% of the population (Bhattacharji, 2008). 

The CCP’s grip on the region increased after the World Trade 

Centre attacks in 2001 when as a result of the attacks Uyghur 

culture and in particular religious practices came under close 

scrutiny (Clarke, 2019).  As part of yearly “Strike Hard” 

campaigns, the CCP began to monitor imams and established 

guidelines to identify extremist behaviour (Clarke, 2019).  

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/chinas-problem-with-the-uighurs-vj6s5hhp2
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Yet many attribute the current problems of internment and tight control of the Uyghur 

community to the Ürümqi riots of 2009 (Clarke, 2019). After reports that Han girls had been 

raped, two Uyghur factory workers were assaulted and beaten to death in Shaoguan on June 

25th, 2009 (Clarke, 2019). Following a social media outcry, a large group of students gathered 

in front of the CCP’s head offices for Xinjiang in Ürümqi and demanded an investigation of the 

attack (Clarke, 2019). The demonstration quickly deteriorated into violent riots, with Uyghur 

protesters assaulting Han Chinese in the streets and chanting “Kill the Hans” (Clarke, 2019). 

These protests did not die down until the People’s Armed Police reached the centre of Ürümqi 

in the evening of the 25th. The following day, large parts of the Han population of Ürümqi began 

retaliatory riots, also assaulting and beating Uyghurs that entered the streets. This continued for 

several hours and was largely unhindered by police forces (Clarke, 2019). Official reports show 

that 194 people were killed during these two days of protest and riots, leaving many more 

injured (Bhattacharji, 2008; Clarke, 2019).  

Because the riots did not reflect the stability and control the CCP had wished to exert in this 

important economic region, they were understood as a warning sign of rising tensions (Clarke, 

2019). Following the riots, the CCP took several steps to ensure an improved control over the 

XUAR. Beginning with a large scale replacement of government and party officials stationed 

in Xinjiang, a school of thought emerged out of the ranks of CCP officials that attributed the 

riots to the liberal attitude of the CCP towards the practice of ethnically specific culture, 

traditions and religion which allegedly hindered the unity and modernisation of Xinjiang 

(Clarke, 2019). This aim to further unite the ethnic groups of the XUAR was also supported by 

the next step that saw an increased level of surveillance practiced in the Xinjiang region (Clarke, 

2019). The internet access for the entire region was restricted for almost 10 months, blocking 

primarily communication via Twitter and Facebook (Byler, 2019). Although this reinforced the 

control that the CCP exerted over the Uyghur and other Muslim minority groups, it failed to 

circumvent the continued terrorist attacks that only increased in number after the incidents of 

2009 (Zenz, 2019, p. 102). Many of the attacks carried out were 

organised by the separationist group East Turkestan Islamic 

Movement (ETIM), which ultimately led the UN Security Council 

(UNSC), as well as European Union (EU) to classify the group as 

a terrorist organisation (Bhattacharji, 2008). One of the assaults 

that received international attention was the Kunming station 
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attacks, which saw 31 deaths and 141 injuries (BBC, 2014). Even though ETIM has faced 

difficulties since then all attackers were either shot or sentenced, independently planned attacks 

have not ceased (Zenz, 2019, p. 103).  

1.4. China’s history of re-education and reform through labour 

Before reports of the situation in the XUAR reached the international stage in 2017, China had 

seemingly ended its policy of forced internment in 2013 (Zenz, 2019, p. 104). Since the 1980s, 

the Chinese government utilised a form of forced internment without trial to imprison dissidents 

(Zenz, 2019, p. 104). This detainment was known as re-education through labour, and aimed 

to reform ‘criminals’ through ‘useful’ physical exercise (Zenz, 2019, p. 104). It was not until 

the early 2000s that the idea of transformation through education was first introduced in China 

in order to reform former Falun Gong members (Zenz, 2019, p. 104). After abolishing the 

forced labour-based internment in 2013, a clear division became visible between transformation 

through labour, as it is employed in prisons, and transformation through education which is 

reserved for detainment facilities (Zenz, 2019, p. 105). This division of forced labour and 

education also contributed to the increased associations between re-education and de-

radicalisation, as the people detained under a new policy after  2013 were predominantly 

Uyghurs or other Muslim minorities (Zenz, 2019, p. 113). 

2. Human rights violation against Uyghurs and other Muslim minorities 

2.1. Surveillance measures 

As mentioned above, the CCP drastically increased the scope of surveillance in the XUAR 

following the Ürümqi riots. Striving to curb and control the Muslim population (mainly the 

Uyghurs), all data obtained by the regional government was collected on so-called “integrated 

joint operations platforms” (IJOP). This AI data system monitors checkpoints,  such as train 

stations or popular crossings, and the collection of data includes consumer habits, banking 

activity, health status and individual DNA profiles (European Parliament, 2018; Byler, 2019). 

This broad level of surveillance is partly achieved through 

mandatory regulations that require the Muslim population of the 

XUAR to install spyware on their phones. Failure to comply with 

this regulation is considered a criminal offense (European 

Parliament, 2018). Additional data is obtained by the Skynet 

electronic surveillance system, GPS trackers attached to vehicles, 
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facial recognition scanners at key transit points such as train and petrol stations, as well as 

collecting blood samples to expand the DNA database (European Parliament, 2018).  

Regular security checks carried out by the local police at road checkpoints provide further 

opportunities to scour phones for suspicious content such as WhatsApp (Byler, 2019; Bisenov, 

2019). As regular controls and measures to maintain harmony include the monitoring of non-

encrypted social media messages, WhatsApp (which utilises end-to-end encryption) symbolises 

an attempt to thwart this surveillance and can be a cause for arrest (Amnesty International; 

Bisenov, 2019). Other monitored grounds for arrest include travels abroad, as well as 

communication and contact to foreigners (Amnesty International; Byler, 2019; Bisenov, 2019).  

2.2. Regulation of religious practices  

Following the abovementioned school of thought that emerged after the Ürümqi riots, Muslim 

and the Turkish identity became increasingly stigmatised and associated with hindering 

regional ethnic harmony in the rest of China. Beginning in 2017, the Chinese central 

government passed new legislation or revised older laws on religious affairs and de-

radicalisation that supported this theory and targeted ethnic minorities (Standing Committee of 

the Twelfth People's Congress for the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, 2017; Zhang, 

2017).  

In March of 2017, the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region Regulation on De-extremifaction 

entered into force (Amnesty International). This law further limited the freedom of religion and 

expression within the XUAR by prohibiting open and private shows of religious or cultural 

affiliation that would under this law be considered extremist (Standing Committee of the 

Twelfth People's Congress for the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, 2017; European 

Parliament, 2018). Practices that fall under this category include gowns that cover the face, 

“irregular beards” or names, avoiding alcohol, and books on Islam or Uyghur culture (Amnesty 

International; Standing Committee of the Twelfth People's Congress for the Xinjiang Uygur 

Autonomous Region, 2017). By passing this law, the CCP further 

facilitated the arbitrary arrest of Muslim citizens that had allegedly 

violated the new regulations (Byler, 2019).  

In February of 2018 the key policies contained in the de-

extremification regulation of 2017 were transferred to a national 

level via a new regulation of religious affairs. This law reinforced 
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the party policy on ideological uniformity and restricted certain activities like religious 

practices, customs and languages (Zhang, 2017; European Parliament, 2019) Article 4 of the 

regulation specifically prohibits any citizen to advocate religious extremism and forbids 

practices that undermine the harmony of a region and could divide the nation (State Council, 

2019). According to Amnesty International, these new regulations legitimised the detainment 

of a large number of Uyghurs and Kazakhs in XUAR by claiming the need to reform their 

extremist attitudes and protecting the unity of the region (Amnesty International; Byler, 2019; 

Bisenov, 2019).  

2.3. Involuntary internment 

Under this pretext of reforming religious extremism in order to prevent terrorist attacks, China 

has detained and increasing amount of Muslims through an extrajudicial detainment programme 

(European Parliament, 2019). Although it is difficult to determine this with absolute certainty 

as the Chinese government hinders independent investigations, the general structure used to 

detain Uyghurs and Kazakhs appears to be a three tiered system (Zenz, 2019, p. 113). Each 

administrative level (village, township, county) is equipped with the ability to detain individuals 

without any form of trial (Zenz, 2019, p. 105). Once a detained person has failed to transform 

as wished, they are passed onto the next level (Zenz, 2019, p. 113). Beginning in so-called 

‘centralized transformation through education training centres’, they are then moved to ‘legal 

system schools’ and if not repentant end in ‘rehabilitation correction centres’ (Zenz, 2019, p. 

116). At no moment during this process are the detainees able to exercise their right of a fair 

trial or gain access to a lawyer (Art. 6, UDHR) (Amnesty International, n.d.). They are therefore 

not able to challenge the decision made by the regional government and are not released until 

the CCP has deemed them “transformed” (Amnesty International, n.d.).  

Currently there are no definite reports with regards to the number of people detained in these 

centres. Estimates vary between several thousand and up to one million Uyghurs and Kazakhs 

(Amnesty International, n.d.). This is further complicated by the 

fact that the number of people interned at re-education camps has 

increased drastically in recent years, especially since the CCP 

appointed Chen Quanguo as the new party secretary of Xinjiang to 

oversee the internment program and internal stability of the region 

(Zenz, 2019, p. 103; Byler, 2019). One of the most reliable reports 
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bases its estimates on inside reports of detainment centres in 69 counties of Xinjiang and puts 

the total number at 892,000 detainees8 (Zenz, 2019, p. 122).  This would amount to an 

involuntary incarceration of roughly 10% of the Muslim population between the ages of 20-79 

in the XUAR (Zenz, 2019, p. 122).  

Although the reports vary with each re-education facility, the majority of the camps force the 

detainees to attend Mandarin and patriotism classes that are meant to reform their extremist 

attitudes into love for the state and party and are part of a so-called vocational training (Amnesty 

International) (European Parliament, 2018; Bisenov, 2019). Individual accounts include reports 

of hours of singing patriotic chants and interrogations where the detainees were forced to 

denounce their religion and culture (Byler, 2019; Bisenov, 2019).  

Reports published by NGOs like Amnesty International and the European Parliament depict the 

poor conditions that are allegedly widespread in these re-education camps. These reports 

include accounts of verbal abuse, solitary confinement, food deprivation, use of restraints and 

stress positions, torture and several deaths in custody (European Parliament, 2018; Byler, 

2019).9 The European Parliament has also mentioned that many of the children which are 

separated from their detained parents as part of a child separation policy are forced into 

overcrowded orphanages, in some cases even if only one parent is detained in a re-education 

camp (European Parliament, 2018).  

3. UN Actions 

One of the first and still most relevant reports by the UN on the issue of human rights violations 

in the XUAR is the document published by the Committee on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination (CERD) in 2017 (CERD, 2018). In this report the CERD remarks upon the 

possible implications of recent regulations targeting extremism and terrorism. The CERD 

particularly criticises that the current wording of the legislation has high potential to have 

discriminatory effects and recommends to review the regulations  (CERD, 2018, p. 7). In 

addition to this, the committee has requested “statistics on 

 

 
8 The numbers were obtained in April of 2018.   
9 The European Union remarks in a report from 2018 upon the deaths of Salih 

Hajim, Abdulnehed Mehsum and Ayhan Memet who died in re-education 

camps (European Parliament, 2018), but most deaths attributed to sucides 

(Amnesty International).  
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prosecutions, convictions, sentences and other sanctions for crimes related to terrorism, 

separatism and extremism” (CERD, 2018, p. 7) to gain further insight into the current situation 

and allegations. Apart from the new legislation, the report also addresses accounts of torture, 

increased mass surveillance and the re-education camps (CERD, 2018, p. 7). Although the 

reports include that the Chinese government denies any allegations of torture or mistreatment, 

the CERD also acknowledges the reports of DNA data collection, baseless police checkpoints, 

the large number of detainees and the implications of so-called vocational training (CERD, 

2018, p. 7).  

Overall the committee calls upon the Chinese government to immediately release all people 

detained without fair trial and to halt its practices of mass surveillance and arbitrary arrest 

(CERD, 2018, p. 8). In addition to this, the CERD requests that the government provides a list 

with the number of people currently detained, as well as the duration of and reason for their 

arrest (CERD, 2018, p. 8).  

Following this report by the CERD, the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 

Disappearances began investigating the accusations against the Chinese government in May of 

2018 (Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances, 2018).10 In a general 

allegation directed towards China, the group aims to assess the scope of the issue and reports 

that between 880,000 and 1 million people have been detained in recent years (Working Group 

on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances, 2018, p. 20). Apart from describing the practice of 

re-education camps, the letter also addresses reports of Uyghurs being forcibly returned after 

spending time abroad as student, refugee or asylum seeker (Working Group on Enforced or 

Involuntary Disappearances, 2018, p. 20). Due to the fact that no formal charges are raised, the 

letter calls the re-education system “a massive case of state-orchestrated enforced 

disappearance and arbitrary detention” (Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 

Disappearances, 2018, p. 20).  

Following this letter, the UN High Commissioner for Human 

Rights, Michelle Bachelet began addressing the issue in her 

opening statements to the UNHRC at its sessions. In September of 

2018 she expressed her deep concern over the re-education camps 

 

 
10 The UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances is one 

of several working groups that report to the UNHRC.  
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and formally requested the Chinese government to grant access to independent UN investigators 

in the XUAR (Bachelet, 2018). 

Later that year the UNHRC held its universal periodic review of human rights in China, which 

included a panel where other governments could question the Chinese representative on human 

rights issues (Kuo, 2018). Roughly 100 member states raised questions, many of them 

addressing the situation in Xinjiang and the treatment of Muslim minorities (Kuo, 2018). The 

speaker of the delegation Le Yucheng defended the government’s actions, arguing that none of 

the practises violated Chinese law and called the criticism voiced by other nations driven by 

political motives  (Kuo, 2018).  

Although the Chinese government failed to admit an independent investigation into the alleged 

human rights violations in Xinjiang, it invited and received the USG Vladimir Voronkov (Head 

of the UN Office of Counter-Terrorism (UNOCT)) in June of 2019 (UNOCT, 2019). During 

his visit he commended the Chinese government on its efforts to combat terrorism, as well as 

its donations to the UNOCT11 and visited the Xinjiang region (UNOCT, 2019). Other member 

states like the United States of America (USA) and Great Britain criticised this visit, claiming 

that it legitimised the actions of the Chinese government and further stating that “The U.N.’s 

topmost counterterrorism official is putting at risk the U.N.’s reputation and credibility on 

counterterrorism and human rights by lending credence to these false claims.” (Nicols, 2019).  

During the most recent session of the UNHRC in 2019, Bachelet reiterated her statement from 

the previous years to further investigate the human rights abuses targeting Uyghurs, but also 

assured to council that bilateral negotiations to admit investigators were underway (Universal 

Rights Group , 2019).  

During the same session in July, Aiken Tunivazi the, Vice Governor of Xinjiang People’s 

Government addressed the council. He claimed that the re-education centres had a positive 

effect in combatting terrorism and promoting regional unity, whilst also providing an increasing 

number of people with additional education. He also invited UN 

representatives to visit Xinjiang to inspect its beauty and 

hospitality (China Human Rights, 2019). Each delegate should 

consider carefully if such information seems trustworthy. Factors 

 

 
11 China is one of the top contributors to the UNOCT (UNOCT, 2019) 
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in deciding whether such evidence is to be believed could be the extent of your country’s 

relationship with China and if the behaviour previously displayed by the Chinese government 

suggests that the information given is truthful. A different approach to the matter could include 

a neutral stance until any information has been verified by independent UN bodies.  

4. International reactions  

4.1. Documents of the 41st session of the UNHRC 

Because the UNHRC failed to find common ground on the issue of human rights violations in 

the XUAR during its meeting in June, the ambassadors of 22 predominantly Western countries 

directed a letter to the UNHRC and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights criticising 

“[…] the arbitrary detention and restrictions on freedom of movement of Uighurs, and other 

Muslim and minority communities in Xinjiang.” (Putz, 2019). The letter also recalls the report 

by the CERD and calls on China to uphold international norms and human rights standards 

(Permanent Representatives to the UNHRC, 2019). The signatories of this appeal are 

“Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, 

Ireland, Japan, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, 

Sweden, Switzerland, and the UK” (Putz, 2019).  

Days after the submission of this letter to the presidency, a group of 37 countries responded 

with a retaliatory letter that defended China’s actions. The second letter justifies the vocational 

training centres by reiterating the need to de-radicalise possible terrorists (Putz, 2019). In total 

the countries that signed the second letter submitted to the UNHRC are “Algeria, Angola, 

Bahrain, Belarus, Bolivia, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cambodia, Cameroon, Comoros, Congo, 

Cuba, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, Gabon, Kuwait, Laos, Myanmar, 

Nigeria, North Korea, Oman, Pakistan, Philippines, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, 

South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Tajikistan, Togo, Turkmenistan, United Arab Emirates, Venezuela, 

and Zimbabwe” (Putz, 2019). 

4.2. Chinese Government 

The Chinese government changed its strategy in 2019 and 

addressed the human rights violation in the XUAR. Until 2018 the 

CCP had denied the existence of any re-education camps or related 

programs as the reports by NGOs like Amnesty International had 

been largely ignored (Kuo, From denial to pride: how China 
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changed its language on Xinjiang's camps, 2018). After the CERD first addressed the matter in 

2018, the government changed its stance and admitted that the resettlement and re-education 

program existed to aid in reforming known terrorists but called reports of roughly 1 million 

detainees “completely untrue” (BBC, 2018). As the matter increasingly became of interest to 

international community and was debated at the UNHRC, the government once again changed 

its strategy (Kuo, From denial to pride: how China changed its language on Xinjiang's camps, 

2018). In a recent interview the governor of Xinjiang called the re-education centres humane 

management and care centres that were need to aid the trainees that purportedly participated 

voluntarily (Kuo, From denial to pride: how China changed its language on Xinjiang's camps, 

2018). Controlling and maintaining the stability of the Xinjiang region whilst avoiding 

international scrutiny has become increasingly relevant to the government, as one of the 

traditional and future starting points of the Belt and Road Initiative lies in one of the cultural 

Uyghur centres of Xinjiang.  

5. Questions All Delegates and a Resolution Should Address 

(1) How is the country I will be representing related to the situation in the XUAR?  

a. Is the population of my country majority Muslim? 

b. Does my country depend on the Chinese government for financial support? 

c. Did the country I represent sign one of the documents of the 41st session? 

d. Is my country involved in the new Silk Road initiative?  

(2) What are possible measures the UNHRC could take?  

a. Should the UNHRC recommend to independently investigate the situation in 

Xinjiang?  

b. Is the evidence given enough to condemn the Chinese government for its 

actions?  

c. Should the council decide to debate or investigate 

the matter again? 

d. Should this topic be deferred to other UN councils 

to continue debate from a different viewpoint? 

(3) How could definite numbers on the scope of the issue be 

obtained?  
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(1) Does your government strongly condemn these actions, or should you approach the 

Chinese government to gain insight and cooperate on the matter?  

(2) Should the topic be handled publicly to draw attention to the situation or debated in 

private talks with the Chinese representative?  
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6. Suggestions for further research   

• The Chinese blogger Shawn Zhang publishes and updates a map of all re-education 

centres based on satellite images:  

• https://medium.com/@shawnwzhang  

• This article by “The Diplomat” provides an insight into why some of the countries 

signed the documents of the 41st session of the UNHRC, as well as why they may not 

have signed it: 

• https://thediplomat.com/2019/07/which-countries-are-for-or-against-chinas-xinjiang-

policies/  

• The resolutions by the European Parliament provide a good overview of the confirmed 

reports on human right violations: 

•  http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/B-8-2019-0259_EN.html 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0377_EN.html  

• This article by Adrian Zenz is one of the most recent academic studies of the re-

education centres and provides reliable information. Should your university library not 

provide access to the text, you can contact the chairs to view the article.  

• Zenz, A. (2019, January 2). Thoroughly reforming them towards a healthy heart attitude: 

China's political re-education campaign in Xinjiang. Central Asian Survey, 38(1), 102-

128 . 

• ARTE offers a documentary on the situation of the Uyghur population that is available 

in seven different languages: 

• https://www.arte.tv/en/videos/087898-000-A/china-uyghurs-in-danger/  
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Information about the Conference 

1. Conference Schedule 

Please note: This schedule is subject to change. For the most up-to-date schedule, please 

check: hammun.de/conference-schedule 
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2. Rules of Procedure 

HamMUN 2019 session will follow the Rules of Procedure which can be found here: 

http://hammun.de/rops/. 

For first time delegates we recommend participating in the Rules of Procedure workshop on 

Thursday. 

3. Emergency Phone Numbers 

Police:   110 

Fire Brigade:  112 

Casualty doctor: 112 

4. Important Addresses 

Conference venue: Edmund-Siemers-Allee 1, 20146 Hamburg (and other places at 

Hamburg University main campus) 

Opening ceremony: Laeiszhalle, Kleiner Konzertsaal, Johannes-Brahms-Platz, 20355 

Hamburg 

Registration: Audimax Garderobe, Von-Melle-Park 4, 20146 Hamburg 

Committee Evening:  Different places, your chairs will inform you 

Silent Disco:   Club Hamburg, Reeperbahn 48, 20359 Hamburg 

Delegate Ball:   Gruenspan, Große Freiheit 58, 22767 Gamburg 

5. Public Transport 

During the conference, your badge will be your ticket. Please have your badge with you all 

the time! Public Transport in Hamburg will provide you with busses, tubes and city railroads. 

Service Times: 

Wednesday + Thursday: Service stops at 1 am, afterwards you can only take night 

busses 

 Friday – Sunday: Whole night service 

Stops near to conference venues: 

 Conference venue + Registration + Committee Evening: 

(different places at Hamburg main campus) 
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  S-Bahn Station Dammtor: Lines S11, S21, S31 

  Bus Station Dammtor: Line 109 

  Bus Station Universität/Staatsbibliothek: Lines 4, 5 

 Opening Ceremony: 

  Walking distance from Registration: 20 Minutes 

  Bus Station Johannes-Brahms-Platz: Line 3 

  Tube Station Messehallen: Line U2 

 Silent Disco (Fridays Social) + Delegates Ball (Saturdays Social): 

  S-Bahn Station Reeperbahn: Lines S1, S2, S3 

  Bus Station Davidstraße: Line 111 

  Tube Station St. Pauli: Line U3 

6. HamMUN App 

HamMUN is proud to offer a mobile app during the conference. You can get it on your phone 

by typing this URL https://hammun.lineupr.com/2019  into your mobile browser. 

Please note that the app is not to be installed via your app store but is a desktop shortcut of a 

mobile website! 

7. Water Supply 

In case you are thirsty (or sober), don’t worry. Water out of the tap is perfectly drinkable! 

8. Please bring cash! 

Unlike in other European nations, many stores, cafeterias and especially the social venues often 

do not accept credit cards! Make sure to have cash with you. 

https://hammun.lineupr.com/2019

