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Topic 002: Protecting Human Autonomy 

 

Introduction 

The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights lists rights that are guaranteed to 

all humans around the world. This declaration protects people’s rights over their own body; 

their bodily autonomy to decide how their body is treated, stemming from Article 3 rights to “life, 

liberty and security of the person,” and then further detailed in (Article 4) bans on slavery, 

(Article 5) bans on torture, (Article 9) bans on arbitrary detention and (Article 13) freedoms 

of movement.1 While the declaration has been in force since 1948, often are the rights it 

enshrines violated. This council will focus on remedying or alleviating three (3) ubiquitous 

types of violations: Human Trafficking, Enforced Disappearances, and Genocide. These 

violations are found in countries around the world, and all require strong government policy 

and oversight to prevent them.   

 

 

 

                                                
1 "Universal Declaration of Human Rights," United Nations, December 10, 1948, Articles, 
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html. 



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVI 
United Nations Human Rights Council: Topic 002: Protecting Human Autonomy 

 

2 

Human Trafficking 

Definition 

‘The [Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and 

Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime or 

Trafficking Protocol for short] defines the term “trafficking in persons” as follows: (a) 

“Trafficking in persons” shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 

receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 

abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 

the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 

control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a 

minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, 

forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of 

organs; (b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation set 

forth in subparagraph (a) of this article shall be irrelevant where any of the means set forth in 

subparagraph (a) have been used; ... (art. 3). 

The three key elements that must be present for a situation of trafficking in persons 

(adults) to exist are therefore: (i) action (recruitment, …); (ii) means (threat, …); and (iii) 

purpose (exploitation). International law provides a different definition for trafficking in 

children: trafficking of a child will exist if the child was subjected to some act (i), such as 

recruitment or transport, the purpose of which is the exploitation of that child (ii).’ 2 

 

Impact  

While it’s hard to be exact given the clandestine nature of this problem, the United 

Nations Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights (OHCHR) cite the Walk Free 

Foundation’s figure of 25 million people that fell victim to human trafficking in 2016 alone.3 

Of those, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) found that 51% were 

                                                
2 "Factsheet 36: Human Rights and Human Trafficking," UN Office of the High Commisionner for Human Rights, 
2014, accessed February 1, 2018, www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FS36_en.pdf. 
3 "Human Rights and Trafficking in Persons," OHCHR, accessed February 1, 2018, 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Trafficking/TiP/Pages/Index.aspx. 
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women, and 20% were young girls. 45% of them were trafficked for sexual exploitation, while 

38% were trafficked for forced labour.4  

 

Causes and Possible Solutions 

 The OHCHR argues that violation of rights often leads to further violation of rights. 

They say that “the violation of the right to an adequate standard of living [can] lead to increase 

vulnerability of a person.”5 The causes of trafficking of persons can be split into causes that 

increase demand for trafficked persons, and causes that make people more vulnerable to 

becoming victims of human trafficking.  

On demand, the OHCHR cite lack of properly enforced labour standards: in countries 

with poorly enforced labour standards (or weak standards in general) companies feel they can 

get away with employing forced labour supplied through human trafficking.6 They also point 

to discriminatory attitudes based on race and gender leading to increased demand for 

prostitution, or demand for targeting demographics. They disclaim that more research is 

needed into how to best discourage demand, although toughening labour code enforcement 

may play a part in it, as could the criminalization of the use of services of a victim of human 

trafficking (where users know or recklessly disregard that the individual involved was a victim) 

or the collaboration in human trafficking.7  

Factors that create economic or social deprivation – including poverty, inequality, 

discrimination, and gender-based violence – limit individual choice, making people more 

vulnerable to human trafficking. A lack of information can also make people vulnerable to 

trafficking. For example, people without access to information about safe migration and the 

risks of human trafficking during migration are especially vulnerable. Increasing access to this 

information could help decrease vulnerability of migrants to human trafficking.8 Another is 

economic inequality and poverty that force women and girls into prostitution, where they are 

especially vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking, due to social attitudes towards women 

                                                
4 GLOBAL REPORT ON TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS 2016. Report. Vienna: United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime, 2016. 
5 "Human Rights and Trafficking in Persons," OHCHR. 
6 Gallagher, Anne. RECOMMENDED PRINCIPLES AND GUIDELINES ON HUMAN RIGHTS AND 
HUMAN TRAFFICKING. Report. Geneva: UN OHCHR, 2010. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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working in prostitution and their unlawful and clandestine status as sex workers.9 So, solutions 

that decrease people’s vulnerability to human trafficking could include improving 

socioeconomic conditions, and closely monitoring and alleviating conditions of extreme 

poverty. The OHCHR recommends a minimum wage tied to the standard of living.10 

Additionally, women who live in an abusive relationship can often be so desperate that they 

are willing to risk the dangers of unsafe migration. The OHCHR recommends providing 

shelter, victim support centers and assistance hotlines for women experiencing domestic 

violence, while also addressing judicial barriers that enable gender-based violence (lack of 

prosecution or enforcement).11 Refugees escaping war and violent conflict can be similarily 

desperate, willing to risk the dangers of unsafe migration, and making them especially 

vulnerable to trafficking, often in places where enforcement agencies are occupied by war and 

unable to prevent human trafficking.12 

 

Previously Attempted Solutions 

The UN Trafficking Protocol provided the first internationally recognized definition for 

human trafficking (above) in 2000.13 Real legislative steps on this issue have only occurred 

since the late 1990s. Even with a comprehensive legal framework, human trafficking is still a 

major problem, affecting millions of men, women, and children annually, across almost every 

country in the world.14 Between 2003 and 2016, the number of countries with legislating 

criminalizing trafficking in persons as defined by the Trafficking Protocol increased from 33 to 

158 (88 percent).15 As many national justice systems are still developing the expertise needed 

to detect, intercept and prosecute human trafficking, there are still few convictions. Human 

trafficking crimes take place across national borders, so more could be done to help law 

enforcement agencies cooperate in preventing, detecting and prosecute these crimes. The 

OHCHR has set up a special rapporteur on trafficking in persons that calls attention to 

situations or laws that infringe on the human rights of victims of human trafficking. They also 

                                                
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS 2016. 
13 "Human Rights and Trafficking in Persons," OHCHR. 
14 Ibid. 
15 TRAFFICKING IN PERSONS 2016. 
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perform country visits to study the situation in each country and formulate recommendations 

to combat trafficking and help victims.16 

 

Enforced Disappearances 

Definition 

According to the Declaration on the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance, an 

enforced disappearance occurs when: "persons are arrested, detained or abducted against their 

will or otherwise deprived of their liberty by officials of different branches or levels of 

Government, or by organized groups or private individuals acting on behalf of, or with the 

support, direct or indirect, consent or acquiescence of the Government, followed by a refusal 

to disclose the fate or whereabouts of the persons concerned or a refusal to acknowledge the 

deprivation of their liberty, which places such persons outside the protection of the law."17 

When one hears of people in often (although not necessarily completely) 

undemocratic nations being kidnapped overnight by secret KGB-style agents, never to be 

heard from again, this is an enforced disappearance.  

 

Impact 

Prevalence of enforced disappearances can have a large impact on the safety and 

comfort of all citizens of a nation. It can also have a domino effect; fear of state repression 

becomes a limit on other human rights like freedom of expression, freedom of religion, and 

freedom of protest and assembly. Many suffer when an enforces disappearance occurs:  

Victims themselves are often mistreated – tortured physically and psychologically, 

grappling with the fact that those more powerful than them have “erased” their existence, that 

their family does not know what has become of them, and that there is little chance of rescue. 

If victims survive and are ever released, they still often suffer both the physical scars and the 

psychological trauma and mental illness that result from their time in detention. 

In addition, “the families and friends of the victims, experience slow mental anguish, 

not knowing whether the victim is still alive and, if so, where he or she is being held, under 

                                                
16 "Human Rights and Trafficking in Persons," OHCHR. 
17 UN General Assembly Resolution 47/133. United Nations, December 18, 1992. 
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what conditions, and in what state of health,”18 writes the High Commissioner for Human 

Rights in Backgrounder, adding “They are well aware that they, too, are threatened, that they 

may suffer the same fate themselves and that searching for the truth may expose them to even 

greater danger.”19 In addition to emotional harm, families face economic hardship from losing 

the financial, and other support and assistance from the “disappeared” individual.  

The International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ), which is the organization 

behind the declaration of August 30th as the International Day for the Disappeared (amongst 

other advocacy work on this issue), has documented the specific effects of enforced 

disappearances on women.20 As victims, women are most likely to experience sexual violence 

in captivity – a further violation of their rights including their right to humane conditions of 

detention.21 For example, Moroccan female detainees were gang raped and Argentinian female 

detainees were executed after giving birth, with their orphaned children raised by the 

Argentinian military.22 Furthermore, women who are forced to become the family 

“breadwinner” after their husband’s disappearance often have to travel far, increasing their 

risk of being exploited, resorting to sex work, and jeopardizing the welfare of their children.23 

Additionally, since their husbands have not been declared dead, women are left in legal limbo 

– without access to assets in their husband’s name – unless they succeed in fighting for a death 

certificate, long after the disappearance. 

Unfortunately, it is likely that tens of even hundreds of thousands of people are 

currently missing worldwide thanks to enforced disappearances. According to Amnesty 

International, 26 000 individuals were reported “disappeared” in Mexico alone, between 2006 

and 2012.24 In the last 37 years in Sri Lanka, 12 000 people were reported “disappeared,” but 

it is estimated that the actual number is close to triple that figure.25 It’s estimated that there are 

                                                
18 "Enforced Disappearances Backgrounder," United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, accessed 
February 11, 2018, http://www.un.org/en/events/disappearancesday/background.shtml. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Kapur, Amrita, and Polly Dewhirst. The Disappeared and Invisible: Revealing the Enduring Impact of Enforced 
Disappearance on Women. Report. International Center for Transitional Justice, 2015.  
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Briefing-Gender-Disappearances-2015.pdf 
21 "Amnesty International." Disappearances. Accessed February 1, 2018. https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-
we-do/disappearances/.  
Kapur and Dewhirst, 2015. 
22 Kapur and Dewhirst, 2015. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Amnesty International. 
25 Ibid. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/disappearances/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/disappearances/
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and recently have been enforced disappearances across eighty countries affecting hundreds of 

thousands of people worldwide. 26 

 

Causes and Possible Solutions 

The perpetrators of enforced disappearances are often governments or government 

agencies with little functioning oversight and few accountability mechanisms. This is the case 

with top secret agencies, or with corrupt police forces. 

For example, Kenya’s National Police service is behind an increased prevalence of enforced 

disappearances in that country. Their recent crackdown on police corruption through a police 

vetting process backfired because many senior (and corrupt) police officials were exempt from 

the process. As large groups of officers developed a sense of isolation from accountability, 

they returned to ignoring human rights law and procedure.  

 Potential solutions should strive to both prevent future disappearances, and mitigate 

the harmful impacts of disappearances that do occur. Increased governmental accountability 

and oversight could help prevent future disappearances. Victims could be given a special legal 

status – so their relatives could lay claim to familial assets and various existing social assistance 

programs to single parents. States or International bodies could work with victims to seek the 

truth of what victims experienced, to find current victims, and to alleviate impoverished 

conditions for the families of victims. 

 

A Note on Reparations 

Some countries have offered reparations to families who were related to victims of 

enforced disappearances. Some, such as those interviewed by the ICTJ in Argentina, Brazil 

and Nepal, have perceived these monetary reparations as “blood money” – purchasing silence 

from families, without providing the truth about what happened to their relatives. 

Additionally, applications processes for reparations have often been too complex to be 

accessible to the impoverished victims of enforced disappearances – causing victims to go into 

debt paying for document photocopying, translators and transcribers (especially for illiterate 

women), and transportation to submit and follow up on the application.  

                                                
26 Kapur and Dewhirst, 2015. pg. #1. 
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Previously Attempted Legislative Solutions  

In 1992, The Declaration on the Protection of All Persons Against Enforced Disappearances was 

passed by the UN General Assembly. But without a method of enforcement, enforced 

disappearance was declared a Crime against Humanity in the 2002 Rome Statue.27 While this 

can be enforced by the International Criminal Court, it’s effect has been limited. While the 

International Convention on the Forced Disappearance of Person has shed light onto this 

issue, it’s done little to prevent it. While the entirety of these legal documents can be referenced 

in the UN’s Fact Sheet, common criticism includes the fact that information flows from 

governments to the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances – there 

is no autonomous oversight.28 For example, Bangladesh, Bahrain, Belarus, Burundi, China, 

Egypt, India, Indonesia, Kenya, Lebanon, Nepal, Nicaragua, the Philippines, the Russian 

Federation, Rwanda, South Africa, the Syrian Arab Republic, Thailand, the United Arab 

Emirates, Uzbekistan and Zimbabwe have all recently received requests to allow UN 

inspections, but have not responded favourably.  

 

Genocide 

Definition 

Genocide is defined by the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of 

Genocide as “any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, 

a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such:  

(a) Killing members of the group;  

(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; 

(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 

physical destruction in whole or in part;  

                                                
27 Dalia Vitkauskaitė-Meurice and Justinas Žilinskas, "THE CONCEPT OF ENFORCED 
DISAPPEARANCES IN INTERNATIONAL LAW," University of Worclow, June 15, 2010, pg. #. 
28 UN Fact Sheet on Disappearances. 
www.un.org/en/events/disappearancesday/pdf/FactSheet6Rev3.pdf 
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(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; 

(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”29 

 

Focus of Discussion – Sudan 

While Genocide is covered under the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) and often acted 

on or discussed by the UN Security Council, the UNHRC can comment on and make 

recommendations relating to ongoing Genocides. Currently, there is much concern over 

genocide in South Sudan.   

The history of violence in Sudan is long, caused by over a century of conflict primarily 

between Sudan’s largest tribes, the Dinka and the Nuer. After the Darfur genocide in 2003, a 

bloody civil war resulted in the North and South of Sudan separating into two different 

Countries. Since then, tensions between the tribes has been high, and the situation very 

delicate. The latest bout of fighting began when the President, a Dinka community leader, 

fired his Vice President, a Nuer community leader, in 2013. There has been constant fighting 

since then, much of it in or near agricultural fields. This has displaced many farmers during 

the growing season, which has caused a famine in the country. The famine has only worsened 

the fighting in the region. UN officials have stated that millions could die in the ethnic 

violence, if it is allowed to continue. Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of lives are threatened 

by the famine. The escalating had claimed and threatens to claim thousands of lives. 

 

Pertinent Questions 

1. How should the UN HCR enforce it’s decisions in member countries? 

2. How can the UN HCR promote cooperation to prevent the infringement of people’s 

bodily autonomy? For example, at preventing human trafficking? 

3. What is the situation your delegation’s country with respect to bodily autonomy, 

focusing on human trafficking, enforced disappearances, and genocide? What is your 

country’s domestic policy in this area? What about foreign policy? 

                                                
29 "Genocide," United Nations Office on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect, section goes 

here, accessed February 1, 2018, http://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/genocide.html. 
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4. What is the UN HCR’s mandate in reducing the factors leading to vulnerability to 

human trafficking? 

5. How can the UN HCR increase the accountability of governments and government 

agencies in countries with diverse systems of government, to monitor and prevent 

enforced disappearances? 

6. How can the UN HCR mitigate the effects of violations of bodily autonomy on victims 

and their families? 

7. How can the UN HCR respond to violations of bodily autonomy and human rights in 

countries where the situation has deteriorated to genocide? 

 

Read More  

Many of the sources cited below include links to reports with pertinent information to these 

problems including case studies to how it relates to individual countries. Additionally, many 

countries must submit annual reports to the UN on these issues, that can be found online. 
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