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Intervention By Ambassador Hardeep Singh Puri 

Permanent Representative at the Informal Interactive Dialogue of the UN 
General Assembly on “Early Warning, Assessment and the Responsibility to 

Protect” on August 9, 2010 
 

Madam President, 
 

I would like to begin by thanking you for convening this discussion and the 
Secretary General for his report entitled “Early Warning, Assessment and Responsibility 
to Protect”. I would also like to add my voice in expressing appreciation for the 
contributions of the panelists.  

 
I am particularly pleased to see my friend Bertie Ramcharan, on whose 

experience and expertise I have had the privilege of drawing on for many years. This is 
an important subject, one to which we attach the highest importance. This is borne out 
by the excellent attendance, holiday atmospherics notwithstanding.  
 
Madam President, 
 

We are not dealing here with merely a conflict resolution, with events which in 
the ordinary course of events, result in violence or even death. Here, we are dealing 
with crimes against humanity, war crimes, genocide and ethnic cleansing, which are the 
result of deliberate, systematic and serious violations of human rights.  

 
Clearly the „Responsibility to Protect‟ must arise in the context of State 

sovereignty. But we are dealing with situations where the fulfillment of these 
responsibilities is no longer possible; either the State has failed or is unable to protect 
or for whatever reason.  

 



2 

 

And clearly the international community does not want to be an innocent by-
stander when crimes of such kind, that we are discussing, are going to be committed. 
That, I believe, is the crux of the issue.  
 

The essential bedrock for ensuring that States always act to protect their 
populations comes from an abiding commitment to human rights, especially the very 
basic right, the right to life and fundamental freedoms.  Sovereignty entails 
responsibility, and the „Responsibility to Protect‟ its population is one of the foremost 
responsibilities of every State. 
 

Internationally, Madam President, we have developed a series of instruments to 
promote and protect human rights. These form a fundamental pillar of the United 
Nations and it is incumbent on each one of us, as Members of the United Nations, to do 
our utmost to inculcate a culture of human rights world-wide. 
 
Madam President, 
 

I come from a country where our founding fathers envisioned that the only way 
to secure the future of our nation was to anchor it in the values rooted in promotion 
and protection of human rights, and the establishment of the rule of law, supported by 
an independent and strong judiciary, with an abiding commitment to uphold human 
rights, guaranteed in the Constitution.   
 

The right to life is one of the rights from which no derogation is permitted even 
at the time of emergencies. This is a cardinal obligation under our Constitution. The 
international Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which has 164 State Parties, also 
has this as its core obligation.  
 
Madam President,  
 

In the World Summit Outcome document, the Heads of State and Government 
were unanimous on the issue that each individual State has the „Responsibility to 
Protect‟ its population from genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity and ethnic 
cleansing. This responsibility entails prevention of such crimes, including their 
incitement, through appropriate and necessary means. 
 

Our Leaders agreed to help States, as necessary and appropriate, in building 
their capacity to protect their populations from these four mass atrocities. Our leaders 
also agreed to support the United Nations in establishing an early warning capability.  

 
Clearly the international community cannot be a helpless by-stander in the event 

of commission of crimes against humanity, war crimes, genocide and ethnic cleansing.  
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In his report, the Secretary-General has identified two information and 
assessment gaps for early warning. The first is insufficient sharing of information in the 
UN system and the other is the non-viewing of this information „through the lens of the 
Responsibility to Protect‟.  

 
An institutional collaboration between the Special Adviser on the Prevention of 

Genocide and the Special Adviser on the Responsibility to Protect, including options for 
a joint office, has been proposed to overcome this gap. The report of the SG also asks 
the latter to develop the doctrinal aspects of R2P. 

 
Based on information from “various UN sources in the field”, this UN Secretariat 

collaborative mechanism is to trigger early warning alarm bells for the Secretary-
General. A Policy Committee is also proposed to allow the SG to invoke internal 
procedures to expedite UN response.  

 
 
 
Madam President, 
 

I always ask myself a basic question or a set of questions when new mechanisms 
are proposed. And here I come back to my friend Bertie Ramcharan. He has been in the 
field and in the UN headquarters. He was the acting High Commissioner of Human 
Rights when I was Permanent Representative in Geneva. He said, in his presentation, 
that a friend had approached him before we started. He neither mentioned me nor did 
he say exactly what I had enquired of him.  
 

I asked him a simple question, I said, if we had the proposal or the proposed 
mechanism suggested by the Secretary General in para 18 of his report in place, could 
Srebrenica and Rwanda have been avoided? And his answer to me was, as usual, full of 
diplomatic skill, very cautious.  

 
I do not want to betray what he said to me. I have been agonizing on this lone 

question for the last 3 days, including with my younger colleagues. I got them to do 
some research for me. And I come to the conclusion, somewhat unfortunate, that if you 
had exactly this mechanism in place, as proposed in paragraph 18, which I support 
incidentally, those events might not have been averted. I am not going to oppose the 
mechanism, but I am going to recommend that it be supplemented with other 
safeguards, because I think the mechanism, by itself is not going to work.  
 

What happened in Srebrenica? You had the information. There were qualified 
personnel in the field and at headquarters. I am told that they were on leave. Is that or 
is that not a fact? You could not find the Under Secretary General; you could not find 
his Special Assistant.  
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I am not suggesting that that kind of unfortunate occurrence will take place 

again. But it could. Therefore, I am suggesting that to rely on an early warning system 
which is just based on a few individuals and that also in the Secretariat, involves taking 
too many chances. You need to supplement that, as one of the distinguished panelists 
said - through civil society and through Member States. I personally believe that you 
cannot have an early warning system which does not have the Member States as an 
integral filtering point in the process.  
 

That is the truth that is staring us in the face. I did a little bit of research but 
before I come to the research on what happened, I look at the Secretary General‟s own 
report in para 7, under section III refers to gaps in capacity, and it says „in the case of 
Rwanda, the Independent Inquiry noted that “there was not sufficient focus for 
institutional resources or early warning or risk analysis” at headquarters and that there 
was “an institutional weakness in the analytical capacity of the United Nations”‟. 
 

And, the crux of this is that the analytical capacities of the United Nations need 
to be comprehensively improved. Otherwise, you will continue to receive issues and 
reports which have not been thought through and suffer from an insufficient database 
or analytical capacities, which will later be questioned.  
 

In the case of Rwanda, it is not that someone had not asked for help. Because of 
shortage of time, I must go back to a public source and it says here, „the UN finally 
conceded that acts of genocide may have been committed on May 17, 1994. By that 
time the Red Cross estimated that 500,000 Rwandans had been killed. The UN agreed 
to send 5,500 troops, mostly from African countries, to Rwanda. This is the original 
number of troops requested by General Dallaire before the killing escalated‟.  
 

This, Madam President, is the hard truth that there was a person who asked for 
help, the International community did not have either the determination or the resolve 
to act before the atrocities were committed and the rest is an unfortunate chapter. We 
need not revisit those facts today. It will not serve our purpose here. In the case of 
Srebrenica, on the other hand, it is a slightly different situation. There it was a system 
again based on a few individuals. That needs to be rectified.  
 
Madam President, 
 

The development of the conceptual, political and institutional dimensions of the 
responsibility to protect cannot be left to any individual, no matter how competent or 
committed.  

 
This can only be a Member-States driven process and must essentially build on 

existing international instruments, including the Convention on the Prevention and 
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Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, the Geneva Conventions and, indeed, the human 
rights regime. 
 

Here it is critical to remember that even the cautious go-ahead for developing 
R2P in 2005 emphasized the use of appropriate diplomatic, humanitarian and other 
peaceful means to help protect populations.   

 
The responsibility to protect should in no way be seen as providing a pretext for 

humanitarian intervention or unilateral action. To do so would not only give R2P a bad 
name but also defeat its very purpose. This was foreshadowed in Bertie‟s point on the 
political aspect and, it was foreshadowed, I think in what my Cuban colleague said and 
this will come in many other statements.  
 

Let us remember that a solution to the avoidance of the four mass atrocities 
ultimately lies in strengthening the capacity and ability of States through various means 
so that they can effectively fulfill their human rights obligations rather than in devising a 
Secretariat driven mechanism without a focus on the promotion and protection of 
human rights and without the involvement of States.  
 

The SG‟s proposal to collect information from „various UN sources in the field‟ 
and its analyses by a select few in the Secretariat „through the lens of responsibility to 
protect„ must be supplemented through a process of involving member States. It is 
critical that Member States are integrally included in the information gathering and 
analysis process, and we do not set up a mechanism that starts acting as a „fishing 
expedition‟ for R2P.  

 
This could become the case given the R2P stakes of such a Secretariat 

mechanism, especially if its source of information was “various UN sources in the field” 
and their analysis was “through the lens of responsibility to protect”.  
 

Let us also be clear, as I said earlier, that some of the events noted in the SG‟s 
report of 2009 did not reveal that those tragic events happened behind closed doors. 
The non-action was also not due to lack of warning, resources or the barrier of state 
sovereignty or lack of authority to act but because of strategic, political or economic 
considerations of those on whom the present international architecture had placed the 
onus to act.  

 
That international architecture has not undergone much change in the last 45 

years. And I don‟t want to take the time of this group on why the international 
architecture should be changed.  
 

But let me just make one final submission. That given the present less than 
perfect architecture, let us find ways and means of interspersing layers of other 
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supplementary safeguards so that the early warning system, which is absolutely 
necessary, is comprehensive. It should be able to rise to the situation, and that this 
system draws on support from all information sources, including civil society, if you 
want to, but certainly the Member States. It must draw on the experience and wisdom 
of those involved in the region and in the sub-region, to which people have referred to, 
so that when the analysis takes place, the analysis is based not on half-baked 
presumptions. The system must act, not in order to act as a „fishing expedition‟, but as 
a genuine R2P so that the international community knows what it is getting into in that 
situation.  
 

Thank you very much.  
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