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Topic [001]: The Death Penalty 

 

Introduction 

Capital punishment has existed for centuries, but at present most countries have outlawed 

this practice due to its inhumanity and large potential for error. Despite this, a significant portion of 

countries continue to utilise the death penalty as an element of their justice system. According to 

Amnesty International, in 2016 there were still 57 countries that had not yet abolished the death 

penalty . The death penalty is highly controversial, with those in support of its enforcement claiming 1

that it brings a stronger set of values and morals to the judicial system. The idea is that if a citizen 

1 Amnesty International, “Death Penalty”  
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/death-penalty/ (2017) 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/death-penalty/
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commits a crime such as murder, treason, espionage, a war crime, crimes against humanity or 

genocide, then they should be punished by death if proven guilty beyond reasonable doubt. 

However, there have been numerous cases over the past century where it was discovered after the 

death penalty was administered that the “criminal”, was not guilty of the crimes they were indicted 

for. In fact, it is estimated that in the United States 4% of death row inmates are innocent . 2

Additionally, multiple studies have concluded that the death penalty is ineffective in deterring people 

from commiting crimes such as murder, and wrongful convictions of individuals who were given the 

death penalty has actually resulted in homicide .  This penalty has the potential for a government 3

putting an innocent citizen on death row and ending their life with no valid reason, which should 

not happen in the 21st century.  

 

UN’s Current Stance on the Use of the Death Penalty 

In December of 2007, the majority of the United Nations voted to support a moratorium on 

the death penalty in all nations across the world (resolution 62/149).  For the past decade, the UN 

has declared a complete moratorium on the death penalty, however, it is impossible for the UN to 

change federal or state law, rather they are only able to suggest and advise that certain courses of 

action be taken. The United Nations has made it clear that one of its many missions is to end the use 

of the death penalty worldwide. Secretary-General, António Guterres stated in 2017 that “The death 

penalty has no place in the 21st century”.  UN resolution 62/149 explains that the death penalty 4

2 Ed Pilkington, "US Death Row Study: 4% of Defendants Sentenced to Die Are Innocent," The Guardian 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/apr/28/death-penalty-study-4-percent-defendants-innocent. (April 28, 
2014) 
3 John Lamperti, “Does Capital Punishment Deter Murder”, Dartmouth 
https://www.dartmouth.edu/~chance/teaching_aids/books_articles/JLpaper.pdf  
4 UN News, “'The death penalty has no place in the 21st century' – UN chief Guterres”  

https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/10/568172-death-penalty-has-no-place-21st-century-un-chief-guterres (October 10, 2017) 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/apr/28/death-penalty-study-4-percent-defendants-innocent
https://www.dartmouth.edu/~chance/teaching_aids/books_articles/JLpaper.pdf
https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/10/568172-death-penalty-has-no-place-21st-century-un-chief-guterres
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does not provide any deterrent against crime, and any miscarriage of justice in a case involving 

capital punishment is irreversible. Since the resolution in December of 2007, there have been no 

adjustments to the resolution against the death penalty, however, many UN officials have made 

comments about the human rights infractions caused by the use of capital punishment. Since the 

resolution was passed in 2007 there are now 140 countries that have ratified its contents.  

 

Current Situation: Countries That Still Use Capital Punishment 

Figure 1: An Infographic Showing the Number of Death Row Inmates Executed in 2014. 
China has the largest quantity, more than all of the other nations combined. Retrieved from: 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-people-chilling-new-map-reve
als-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html  
 

There are 57 countries that still employ the death penalty as a method of dealing with a small 

portion of the criminals in their justice system including China, Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, 

Syria, and some states in the USA. China has used the death penalty to execute at least a thousand 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-people-chilling-new-map-reveals-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-people-chilling-new-map-reveals-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html
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people in the past year, however the number is likely much larger as much of this information is 

undocumented or not published for public viewing. China has received relatively little attention for 

their frequent use of the death penalty, with Saudi Arabia and other Middle Eastern countries 

garnering the majority of international attention . While other countries are beginning to use the 5

death penalty less, with a 31% decrease in Pakistan and an 11% decrease in Iran in the past year, 

China has maintained its use of this form of punishment .  The majority of the focus of the UN has 6

not been on China, but rather on countries such as the U.S. and Saudi Arabia, who maintain the use 

of the death penalty, but in lesser volumes than that of the Chinese or Iranian justice systems. 

The goal of the United Nations is to completely remove the death penalty from federal and 

state law and ensure that all justice is humane. There have been countless instances of inhumane 

instances of death penalties, with numerous “botched executions”, where the inmate is in pain or 

the execution is drawn out over a long period of time and resembles torture. From 1890 to 2010, 

276 out of  8,776 executions in the United States were botched executions , and this ratio increases 7

in countries where the majority of executions occur.  

Exonerations 

There has also been a disproportionate amount of cases where a prisoner has been 

executed and later proven innocent, either by the perpetrator coming forward, DNA 

evidence being found incorrect, or any other multitude of reasons. Rather than having the 

5 John Hall, “Which country executes the most people? Map reveals China and Iran put more people to death than 
anybody else”, The Independent 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-people-chilling-new-map-reve
als-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html. (January 4, 2016) 
6 Kersten Knipp, “Global Executions on the Decline, Says Amnesty International”, Deutsche Welle 
https://www.dw.com/en/global-executions-on-the-decline-says-amnesty-international/a-43350049. (April 12, 2018) 
7 Austin Sarat, "Gruesome Spectacles: Botched Executions and America's Death Penalty", Stanford University Press 
(2014) 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-people-chilling-new-map-reveals-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-people-chilling-new-map-reveals-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html
https://www.dw.com/en/global-executions-on-the-decline-says-amnesty-international/a-43350049
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/node/5772
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alleged assailant exonerated, an innocent person was killed. Amnesty International states that 

in 2003 alone, 10 U.S. death row inmates were proven innocent before being sentenced . 8

This leads to the question of how many people were sentenced, died, and could have been 

proven innocent later on, had their trial been longer or more attention been paid to their 

case.  

 

Current Action Against Capital Punishment 

Several international organizations, such as Amnesty International, and domestic 

organizations, such as the Death Penalty Information Centre in the United States, focus heavily on 

the effects of capital punishment. While these organizations provide valuable research, statistics and 

public awareness about human rights infractions caused by the death penalty, they have no legal 

jurisdiction on the matter of capital punishment. The goal of this committee is to determine 

methods by which the United Nations can encourage countries to move towards reform and more 

humane judicial practices. The United Nations has condemned capital punishment, stating it is an 

inhumane practice that has no place in the 21st century, however, they are unable to enforce or 

create any actual legislation that would stop countries executing their prisoners. Though the death 

penalty still exists, there has been progress made towards abolishing the punishment altogether, with 

Kenya banning the mandatory death penalty for murder, and Guinea abolishing the death penalty 

completely, both in 2017 . 9

 

8 Amnesty International, “Death Penalty and Innocence” 
https://www.amnestyusa.org/issues/death-penalty/death-penalty-facts/death-penalty-and-innocence/  
9 Death Penalty Information Center, “Abolitionist and Retentionist Countries” 
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/abolitionist-and-retentionist-countries (2018) 

https://www.amnestyusa.org/issues/death-penalty/death-penalty-facts/death-penalty-and-innocence/
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/abolitionist-and-retentionist-countries
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Developed Nations and the Death Penalty 

There are few developed countries where the death penalty is still legal. Generally speaking, 

developed nations have a more progressive stance on punishment and are willing to support 

programs that encourage rehabilitation and future introduction of criminals into society. However, 

there are still several developed countries whose policies do not seem to align with the views of the 

nation as a whole. There are 11 countries that are considered very high on the Human Development 

Index that have not yet abolished the death penalty. 

Case Study: The United States 

The United States is perhaps one of the most developed countries that still uses 

capital punishment for those convicted of homicide. Due to the way the U.S. government is 

organized, some individual states have abolished the death penalty, with Michigan abolishing 

the penalty all the way back in 1846 . The continuance of the death penalty begs the 10

question: Why do the majority of states and it’s citizens support this practice? There have 

also been several presidents in the past century who have supported the death penalty and 

formally stated that it has deterred crime and is an important part of state law. President 

Richard Nixon, from 1969 to 1974 maintained that belief that reintroduction of mandatory 

capital punishment into all states would discourage homicide and other criminal activity , 11

and that it was constitutional and agreed with American values.  

 

10 Death Penalty Information Center, “Michigan” 
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/michigan-0  
11 Neil Cameron, “POLITICS AND THE DEATH PENALTY — NIXON'S 'WAR ON CRIME”, Victoria University 
Student Newspaper 
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/tei-Salient36051973-t1-body-d20.html ( March 29, 1973) 
 

https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/michigan-0
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/tei-Salient36051973-t1-body-d20.html
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Figure 2: A Map Containing Which States Support the Death Penalty, and The 
Number of Executions Since 1976. 
 It is clear that more than half of the states in the U.S. still support capital punishment, and of those, Texas has 
more executions than all the others combined. Retrieved 
from:https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/the-big-question-why-is-the-united-states-still-im
posing-the-death-penalty-887145.html 
 
 

Developing Nations and the Death Penalty 

The majority of countries that enforce the death penalty and maintain a consistent number 

of executions have been afflicted by war and conflict. Many of the individuals executed in these 

nations are identified war criminals and or as people fighting in opposition of the government. In 

the most severe instances those who are executed under the death penalty have not actually directly 

taken someone’s life, but rather rebelled against a potentially oppressive and authoritarian regime. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/the-big-question-why-is-the-united-states-still-imposing-the-death-penalty-887145.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/the-big-question-why-is-the-united-states-still-imposing-the-death-penalty-887145.html
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Alongside the use of capital punishment, many nations face other, related issues of conflict and 

instability, and require a more holistic approach to address human rights violations. 

Case Study: Iran 

Iran has some of the highest rates of execution in the world, and are involved in the 

Iraqi civil war as well as the Syrian civil war. In the past year, the death penalty has been 

administered to youth in addition to war criminals and murderers. As shown in Figure 1, 

Iran has the second highest rate of documented executions, second only to China. As of 

2013, it also remains one of four countries currently performing public executions.  Iran has 12

reduced its number of executions over time, however, there has been little to no change in 

legislation regarding capital punishment, and it is the belief of the UN that such policies need 

to be updated.  

 

Conclusion 

The death penalty has no place in the 21st century, however, many nations, both developed 

and developing still support this outdated practice. The penalty is irreversible and has resulted in the 

deaths of innocent people. Our committee will be focused on what we can do to assist nations in 

removing the death penalty from their legislation and how the UN can support nations that have 

already done this.  

 

 

 

12 Anna, Cara. “Report: Global Executions up 15 Percent in 2013.” AP News, Associated Press, 27 Mar. 2014,
apnews.com/aee8f4301b254a4e9bd2a1c60ed69698 
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Pertinent Questions 

1. What can the UNHRC do to encourage nations with the death penalty to establish a 
moratorium, or completely abolish it? 
 

2. How can the UNHRC determine whether or not a country has a valid right to execute their 
criminals? 
 

3. How can the UNHRC encourage transparency in reporting the use of the death penalty in 
nations where it is employed? 
 

4. What can other nations do to encourage their neighbors to remove capital punishment from 
their legislation? 

 
5. Why do countries still support the death penalty? How can the UNHRC do their best to 

change the views of these countries? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVII 
UN Human Rights Committee: The Death Penalty 

 

 

Works Cited 

"Abolitionist and Retentionist Countries." Millions Misspent: What Politicians Don't Say About the 
High Costs of the Death Penalty | Death Penalty Information Center. 
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/abolitionist-and-retentionist-countries. 

 
Anna, Cara. “Report: Global Executions up 15 Percent in 2013.” AP News, Associated Press, 27 

Mar. 2014, apnews.com/aee8f4301b254a4e9bd2a1c60ed69698. 
 
"A/RES/62/149 - E." A/RES/61/295 - F. https://undocs.org/A/RES/62/149. 
 
"BOOKS: "Gruesome Spectacles" Reveals the History of Botched Executions." Millions Misspent: 

What Politicians Don't Say About the High Costs of the Death Penalty | Death Penalty 
Information Center. https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/node/5772. 

 
Cameron, Neil. "Salient. Victoria University Student Newspaper. Vol 36 No. 5. 29 March 1973." 

New Zealand Electronic Text Collection. 
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/tei-Salient36051973-t1-body-d20.html. 

 
"Death Penalty." 
 https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/death-penalty/. 
 
"Death Penalty and Innocence – Amnesty International USA." Amnesty International USA. 

https://www.amnestyusa.org/issues/death-penalty/death-penalty-facts/death-penalty-and-in
nocence/. 

 
"The Death Penalty: An International Perspective." Millions Misspent: What Politicians Don't Say 

About the High Costs of the Death Penalty | Death Penalty Information Center. 
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/death-penalty-international-perspective. 

 
"'The Death Penalty Has No Place in the 21st Century' – UN Chief Guterres | UN News." United 

Nations. 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/10/568172-death-penalty-has-no-place-21st-century-un-
chief-guterres. 

 
Deutsche Welle. "Global Executions on the Decline, Says Amnesty International | DW | 

https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/abolitionist-and-retentionist-countries
https://undocs.org/A/RES/62/149
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/node/5772
http://nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/tei-Salient36051973-t1-body-d20.html
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/death-penalty/
https://www.amnestyusa.org/issues/death-penalty/death-penalty-facts/death-penalty-and-innocence/
https://www.amnestyusa.org/issues/death-penalty/death-penalty-facts/death-penalty-and-innocence/
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/death-penalty-international-perspective
https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/10/568172-death-penalty-has-no-place-21st-century-un-chief-guterres
https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/10/568172-death-penalty-has-no-place-21st-century-un-chief-guterres


Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVII 
UN Human Rights Committee: The Death Penalty 

12.04.2018." DW.COM. 
https://www.dw.com/en/global-executions-on-the-decline-says-amnesty-international/a-433
50049. 

 
John Hall. "The Countries That Execute the Most People Each Year." The Independent. January 05, 

2016. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-peo
ple-chilling-new-map-reveals-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html. 

 
"Michigan." Millions Misspent: What Politicians Don't Say About the High Costs of the Death 

Penalty | Death Penalty Information Center. https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/michigan-0. 
 
Mythili Sampathkumar New York @MythiliSk. "The UN Is Demanding America Stop Using the 

Death Penalty." The Independent. October 10, 2017. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/death-penalty-america-un
-demands-end-capital-punishment-a7993706.html. 

 
"Remarks at Panel on "Transparency and the Death Penalty" Secretary-General." United Nations. 

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2017-10-10/sgs-transparency-and-death-p
enalty-remarks. 

 
Rogers, Simon, and Mona Chalabi. "Death Penalty Statistics, Country by Country." The Guardian. 

March 29, 2011. 
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2011/mar/29/death-penalty-countries-world. 

 
Smith, Oliver. "Mapped: The 53 Places That Still Have the Death Penalty – including Japan." The 

Telegraph. September 01, 2016. 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/maps-and-graphics/countries-that-still-have-the-death-p
enalty/. 

 
"United Nations Moratorium on the Death Penalty." Wikipedia. September 21, 2018. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_moratorium_on_the_death_penalty. 
 
York, David Usborne in New. "The Big Question: Why Is the United States Still Imposing the 

Death." The Independent. October 23, 2011. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/the-big-question-why-is-the-united-st
ates-still-imposing-the-death-penalty-887145.html. 

 
"The Death Penalty around the World." Reprieve US. 

https://www.dw.com/en/global-executions-on-the-decline-says-amnesty-international/a-43350049
https://www.dw.com/en/global-executions-on-the-decline-says-amnesty-international/a-43350049
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-people-chilling-new-map-reveals-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/which-countries-execute-the-most-people-chilling-new-map-reveals-china-and-iran-put-more-people-to-a6796351.html
https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/michigan-0
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/death-penalty-america-un-demands-end-capital-punishment-a7993706.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/death-penalty-america-un-demands-end-capital-punishment-a7993706.html
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2017-10-10/sgs-transparency-and-death-penalty-remarks
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2017-10-10/sgs-transparency-and-death-penalty-remarks
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2011/mar/29/death-penalty-countries-world
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/maps-and-graphics/countries-that-still-have-the-death-penalty/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/maps-and-graphics/countries-that-still-have-the-death-penalty/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_moratorium_on_the_death_penalty
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/the-big-question-why-is-the-united-states-still-imposing-the-death-penalty-887145.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/the-big-question-why-is-the-united-states-still-imposing-the-death-penalty-887145.html


Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVII 
UN Human Rights Committee: The Death Penalty 

https://reprieve.org/death-penalty/death-penalty-around-world/. 
 

https://reprieve.org/death-penalty/death-penalty-around-world/

