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Topic 003: Unilateral Coercive Measures 

 

Introduction 

A unilateral coercive measure refers to any measure taken by a government with intent to               

compel policy change in a foreign country. In the modern world, unilateral coercive measures              

are most often economic, involving the deliberate restriction of financial exchange, the            

restriction of trade through boycotts and embargoes, or the financial targeting of foreign             

individuals in positions of influence. Other means of coercion include military, travel, cultural,             
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and diplomatic sanctions. Often causing the degradation of human rights, unilateral coercive            

measures are widely condemned by many international organizations, including the United           

Nations  and Amnesty International.   
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1 UNHRC, Impact of Unilateral Coercive Measures on the Enjoyment of Human Rights (New York City: UN, January 11, 
2012). 
2 ECOSOC, The Adverse Consequences of Economic Sanctions (New York City: UN, June 21, 2000). 
3 UNGA, Necessity of Ending the Economic, Commercial, and Financial Embargo (New York City: UN, August 16, 2012). 
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Human Rights: Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 

In 1993, the World Conference on Human Rights adopted the Vienna Declaration and             

Programme of Action (VDPA). The VDPA called upon UN member states to refrain from              

the implementation of any unilateral measure inconsistent with the Charter of the United             

Nations, believing that such measures often come at the expense of human rights. The specific               

human rights that it felt were endangered by unilateral coercive measures were the rights of all                

persons to a standard of living adequate for their health and well-being, including food and               

medical care, housing and the necessary social services. It emphasized that, “Food should not              

be used as a tool for political pressure.”   
4

 

Modern Example: the Cuban Embargo 

In April 2012, the United Nations General Assembly drafted resolution 66/6, which            

aimed to increase pressure on the United States to end its longstanding economic embargo              

against Cuba. The Cuban embargo is widely viewed as an American attempt to coerce the               

political development of Cuba, a direct violation of Cuba’s UN-protected right to sovereignty             

and self-determination. The Cuban embargo has been overwhelmingly denounced by the           

international community, with critics including the European Union, Russia, and China.   
5

Currently one of Cuba’s largest trading partners, China has called for the immediate             
6

repeal of the embargo, stating that it “impairs the Cuban people’s right to survival and               

4 Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action (Vienna: World Conference on Human Rights, July 12, 1993).  
5 UNGA, Necessity of Ending the Economic, Commercial, and Financial Embargo (New York City: UN, August 16, 2012). 
6 OEC, “Cuba,” OEC, 2013, www.atlas.media.mit.edu/en/profile/country/cub/.  
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development.” China has been a longtime supporter of the Castro regime, and maintains that              
7

the international community is obligated to respect the right of sovereign nations to determine              

their own political structure and course of development. Bolivia has been particularly vocal in              

its opposition to the embargo, stating that it “undermine[s] the human rights of an entire               

people.”  
8

In 2015, the UN General Assembly voted 191-2 in favour of ending the Cuban embargo,               

with the two outliers being the United States and Israel.  
9

 

Pertinent questions  

1. In recent history, have there been any instances where the use of unilateral coercive              

measures was justified? 

2. Should the UN implement an outright ban on unilateral coercive measures? Is this             

realistic? 

3. An outright ban on such measures would imply a reduction in the legal independence of               

sovereign nations over their foreign policy. Which should be valued more: the legal             

sovereignty of individual nations, or the further development of international law in order             

to promote universal values? 

 

7 Patricia Mallen, “China and Cuba: Skip the Ideology, Let’s Talk about Money,” International Business Times, April 24, 
2014, www.ibtimes.com/china-cuba-skip-ideology-lets-talk-about-money-1575560. 
8 UNGA, Necessity of Ending the Economic, Commercial, and Financial Embargo (New York City: UN, August 16, 2012). 
9 Mimi Whitefield, “United Nations Votes 191-2 to Condemn US Embargo against Cuba,” Miami Herald, October 27, 
2015, www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/cuba/article41538987.html. 
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