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I. Introduction 

Unilateral Coercive Measures (UCM) are economic measures taken by a state with 
the aim of compelling a change of policy in another state. These measures can be portrayed in 
the forms of trade embargoes, asset freezes, or interruption of investment flows. More 
recently, unilateral coercive measures have been called “targeted” or “smart” sanctions; these 
even include travel bans in order to influence people with political importance in the targeted 
states. In order to fully understand the term unilateral coercive measures, it is easier to break 
the phrase down into its components. The word unilateral is an adjective, used to describe an 
action/event, or a decision that affects one country or party without the agreement of others. 
Coercive; also an adjective refers to using force or threats. And, finally, the word measures is 
a noun that is defined by a plan or a course of action made to achieve a specific outcome. 
Putting the three definitions together, unilateral coercive measures are measures taken by one 
country/party, using threats (economic sanctions, asset freezes etc), in order to pressure a 
country or an important person in said country in order to influence (usually) a policy change. 
As the UN became more familiar with this issue they appointed a Special Rapporteur; Idris 
Jaizary in order to, “ensure multilateralism, mutual respect and the peaceful settlement of 
disputes.”  These sanctions are almost always against both International Law and 1

International Humanitarian Law, for that reason they are highly discouraged by the General 
Assembly. Additionally, the UN, specifically the HRC, has put in a lot of effort to solve this 
issue; creating a common ground for all countries to stand upon.  

Sanctions in general have been there since the 
times of the Ancient Greeks, and have been 
used heavily in the times after that. However, 
one of the main concerns that come with the 
use of UCM, is the inefficiency that is very 
likely to occur as a byproduct. For example, 
countries as a result can also impose a sanction, 
or they can declare war just like the Ancient 
Greeks did. It can also be observed that 
sanctions in general don't have a high success 
rate, the total successes falling in the 34th 
percentile when it comes to the success ratios 
of coercive measures.  

(Figure 1: Table discussing success and failure rates of all sanctions) . 2

1 "OHCHR | Special Rapporteur on Unilateral coercive Measures." OHCHR | Convention on the Rights of the Child. N.p., n.d. Web. 
29 July 2018. <https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/ucm/pages/srcoercivemeasures.aspx>. 
2 Omati, Javad, and Eun-Chae Kim. "The Consequences of Sanctions Results on Human Rights, Democracy and Life Expectancy, 
1978-2012." OMICS International. OMICS International, 10 Nov. 2015. Web. 31 July 2018. 
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II. Focused Overview of the Issue 

1) History of Sanctions 

Sanctions have existed, specifically “smart” sanctions since the time of the ancient 
Greeks; where in 432 B.C Athens imposed a trade embargo on Megara, the “Megarian 
Decree”- a neighboring city, in response to the kidnapping of three women . However, that 3

specific embargo, did not result in a change of policy on Megara’s behalf, but instead ended 
up triggering the Peloponnesian War.  Furthemore, it can be seen throughout history that 4

many countries got into the habit of blockading their enemies with the hopes of compelling a 
change in behavior. In 1918, French Statesmen Léon Bourgeois and Paul Henri 
d’Estournelles de Constant, called for a “society of nations”, where rebellious/recalcitrant 
countries can have sanctions placed on them in order to enforce compliance. A year later, 
President Woodrow Wilson advocated boycotting, whereby an enemy state’s citizens were 
unable to do business with members of the League of Nations. Later on, between 1935 and 
1936, the League of Nations sanctioned Italy in order to get it to remove its troops from 
modern day Ethiopia, but Mussolini the Italian ruler was not phased. Around 5 years later, the 
USA also sanctioned Japan, which influenced it to enter the Second World War. In 1945, the 
UN centralized the act of sanctions to the Security Council. In 2006, the Security Council 
imposes an embargo on Kim Jong Il’s favorite luxury products in response to the North 
Korean Nuclear Testing, making it the first sanction specifically targeting a head of state. 
During that time the US imposed sanctions against Iran and throughout 2006-2009, Stuart 
Levey, U.S. Treasury Department official, met with foreign banks to get them to support the 
sanctions against Iran. Finally, between 2011-2012, the USA as well as Europe impose an oil 
embargo as well as sanctions against Iran’s Central Bank. Additionally, after a year of 
targeted sanctions on Syria, the efforts failed to end the bloody fight between government and 
citizen. 

2) The Legality of the UCM 

The issue of the legality of UCM has never been distinct, however states have reached 
a consensus through the many resolutions taken up, as well as the public statements that were 
released. Unilateral Coercive Measures are illegal under both International Law and 
International Humanitarian Law, as well as the UN Charter based on UN HRC resolution 
A/HRC/19/L.12. Furthermore, most countries acknowledge the fact that UCM goes against 
many covenants like the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). To be 
more specific, this issue goes against most of chapter VII of the UN Charter, specifically 
evident in Article 41, where, “The Security Council may decide what measures not involving 
the use of armed force are to be employed to give effect to its decisions, and it may call upon 
the Members of the United Nations to apply such measures. These may include complete or 
partial interruption of economic relations and of rail, sea, air, postal, telegraphic, radio, and 
other means of communication, and the severance of diplomatic relations” . Furthermore, 5

<https://www.omicsonline.org/open-access/the-consequences-of-sanctions-results-on-human-rights-democracy-and-life-expe
ctancy-19782012-2162-6359-1000301.php?aid=66058>. 
3 Rogoff, Kenneth. "Economic Sanctions Have a Long and Chequered History." The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, 05 Jan. 2015. 
Web. 01 Aug. 2018. <https://www.theguardian.com/business/2015/jan/05/economic-sanctions-long-history-mixed-success>. 
4 Friedman, Uri. "Smart Sanctions: A Short History." Foreign Policy. Foreign Policy, 23 Apr. 2012. Web. 30 July 2018. 
<https://foreignpolicy.com/2012/04/23/smart-sanctions-a-short-history/>. 
5 "Chapter VII." United Nations. United Nations, n.d. Web. 31 July 2018. 
<http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-vii/index.html>. 
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UCM is  mentioned in the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States, where in the 
preambular paragraphs it stresses, “the importance of ensuring appropriate conditions for the 
conduct of normal economic relations among all States, irrespective of differences in social 
and economic systems, and for the full respect of the rights of all peoples, as well as 
strengthening instruments of international economic co-operation as a means for the 
consolidation of peace for the benefit of all.”  Article 4 of the same chapter, also discusses the 6

state’s right to engage in forms of economic interactions with freedom, without being 
subjected to any form of discrimination. In Article 9, also, of the same chapter, it is 
mentioned that all states have the obligation to support the progress of all states especially 
developing countries, and UCM provides a vast contrast to that; stressed specifically in article 
32 where, “No State may use or encourage the use of economic, political or any other type of 
measures to coerce another State in order to obtain from it the subordination of the exercise 
of its sovereign rights.”  It is also mentioned in the Declaration on Principles of International 7

Law Concerning Friendly Relations and Co-operation among States in Accordance with the 
Charter of the United Nations to recall, “the duty of States to refrain in their international 
relations from military, political, economic or any other form of coercion aimed against the 
political independence or territorial integrity of any State”  It is also mentioned that, “No 8

State may use or encourage the use of economic political or any other type of measures to 
coerce another State in order to obtain from it the subordination of the exercise of its 
sovereign rights and to secure from it advantages of any kind. Also, no State shall organize, 
assist, foment, finance, incite or tolerate subversive, terrorist or armed activities directed 
towards the violent overthrow of the regime of another State, or interfere in civil strife in 
another State.”  To clarify, the main reason behind the illegality of the UCMs, is because it is 9

not done through the Security Council, or with approval from this UN organ, but done by 
countries or states unilaterally (the EU included). 

3) How UCM Compromises Human Rights 

Sanctions in general compromise the human rights of the citizens within the 
sanctioned country. It has been said that, “The use of such measures adversely affected 
developing countries, international economic cooperation, and the promotion of a 
non-discriminatory and open multilateral trading system.”  Furthermore, “Such measures 10

hampered trade flows, negatively impacted socioeconomic development in affected countries 
and weakened their contributions to international sustainable development.”  It can be 11

observed that with economic sanctions the targeted state’s citizens lose jobs, income, 
housing, etc. and for that reason the UN has banned all forms of UCM. Seeing that their 
efforts aren't 100% effective, the UN, as well as the EU, have been dedicating a lot of time to 

6 United Nations General Assembly. "Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States." A/RES/14/1386 - Declaration of the Rights of the 
Child - UN Documents: Gathering a Body of Global Agreements. N.p., n.d. Web. 31 July 2018. 
<http://www.un-documents.net/a29r3281.htm>. 
7 Ibid 
8 United Nations General Assembly. "A/RES/25/2625 - Declaration on Principles of International Law concerning Friendly Relations and 
Co-operation among States in Accordance with the Charter of the United Nations - UN Documents: Gathering a Body of Global 
Agreements." A/RES/14/1386 - Declaration of the Rights of the Child - UN Documents: Gathering a Body of Global Agreements. N.p., n.d. 
Web. 31 July 2018. <http://www.un-documents.net/a25r2625.htm>. 
9 Ibid 
10 "Unilateral Sanctions Impede Sustainable Development, Speakers Say, as Second Committee 
Debates Macroeconomic Policy | Meetings Coverage and Press Releases." United Nations. United 
Nations, n.d. Web. 01 Aug. 2018. <https://www.un.org/press/en/2017/gaef3474.doc.htm>. 
11 Ibid 

3 of 13 



 
 
 

make sure the sanctions they impose do not violate any human rights.  In general, the 12

different forms of UCM cause different human rights violations depending on which measure 
is being used, it can be observed in the two examples provided below, with both Cuba and the 
Palestinian city of Gaza. To conclude, unilateral coercive measures have a negative effect on 
the enjoyment of human rights, whether it be job, housing, or income loss (articles 23, 25, 
and 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights); in order to analyze the details, a 
specific case has to be examined closely, otherwise it is unclear. 

III.  Involved Countries and 
Organizations 

A. Cuba 

The United States of America and Cuba have 
long had issues over the communist policies that 
Cuban leaders have been instilling and directing in the 
nation. These issues resulted in an embargo put in 
place by the United States to attempt to sway the 
Cuban regime away from communism and towards 
democracy. The Cuban Democracy Act that was 
passed by the US Congress in 1992 states that the 
embargo will resume “so long as [Cuba] continues to 
refuse to move toward democratization and greater 
respect for human rights.”  It also nearly ends all trade 13

ties with the nation and also “declares that the president 
should encourage countries that conduct trade with 
Cuba to restrict their trade and credit relations with 
Cuba in a manner consistent with this Act.”  Since the 14

beginning of the embargo in 1958, Cuba has lost nearly 130 billion dollars according to a UN 
agency, which highlights how the embargo has truly resulted in a deficit in the Cuban 
economy. In Figure 2 above, we can see highlighted how impactful the embargo is. Every 15

year for the past 26 years, the United Nations General Assembly has voted to end the 
embargo on Cuba by the US. In his speech during the 2014 Assembly the Cuban Foreign 
Minister, Bruno Rodriguez, claimed that the US embargo had caused great harm to the people 
of Cuba and caused 1 trillion dollars worth of damage to the Cuban economy.  In a research 16

12 "OHCHR | EU Needs Greater Focus on Human Rights Impact of Sanctions – UN Expert." OHCHR | 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. N.p., n.d. Web. 01 Aug. 2018. 
<https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21795>. 
13 Torricelli, and Robert. “H.R.5323 - 102nd Congress (1991-1992): Cuban Democracy Act of 1992.” 
Congress.gov, 1 Oct. 1992, www.congress.gov/bill/102nd-congress/house-bill/5323. 
14  Torricelli, and Robert. “H.R.5323 - 102nd Congress (1991-1992): Cuban Democracy Act of 1992.” 
Congress.gov, 1 Oct. 1992, www.congress.gov/bill/102nd-congress/house-bill/5323. 
15 “U.S. Trade Embargo Has Cost Cuba $130 Billion, U.N. Says.” Reuters, Thomson Reuters, 9 May 2018, 
www.reuters.com/article/us-cuba-economy-un/u-s-trade-embargo-has-cost-cuba-130-billion-u-n-says-idUSKBN
1IA00T. 
16 Donath, Mirjam. “For 23rd Time, U.N. Nations Urge End to U.S. Embargo on Cuba.” Reuters, Thomson 
Reuters, 28 Oct. 2014, 
www.reuters.com/article/us-cuba-un/for-23rd-time-u-n-nations-urge-end-to-u-s-embargo-on-cuba-idUS
KBN0IH1RN20141028. 
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done by the international organization Amnesty International, the impacts on human rights 
that the embargo has were highlighted, which include the right to seek asylum from 
persecution (which is forbidden by the embargo). In more recent years during President 
Obama’s presidency, the conditions of the embargo began to become more lenient. In 2012, 
the Ana Cecilia became the first officially sanctioned ship to sail to Cuba in the past 50 years, 
it carried medicine and food sent by Cuban-Americans to their relatives.  In 2015 President 17

Obama met with Cuban President Raul Castro in the first meeting between both nations’ 
leaders in the past 50 years to discuss future relations between both nations. Which signalled 
a possible future for better diplomatic relations between both nations. 

B. Palestine 

Since 2007 there has been a joint 
embargo by Egypt and Israel on the Palestinian 
city of Gaza . Egypt has closed down its 18

borders in Rafah to the Palestinian citizens, 
and has not allowed any into its borders, as 
shown in Figure 3 below of the wall built by 
the Israelis to keep Palestinians out of their 
own land. Israel has cracked down on imports 
from any other nations, and has only allowed 
imports that are of the “humanitarian” nature,  19

which are basically imports such as food and 
medicine. Israel’s embargo also doesn’t allow 
Palestinians to leave their land and have 
basically trapped them in their own cities, 
which violates multiple articles of the United 
Nations Declaration of Human Rights. The 
Israeli military also treats Palestinians as secondary 
citizens to the land, shooting and killing unarmed 
protesters during the Great March of Return Protests in 
April 2018,  where 155 protesters were killed and 246 others were injured, during the annual 
protests against the Israeli occupation.  The Israelis government’s reasons for such actions is 20

that they want to protect their nation from the terrorist threat of Hamas.  In doing so, the 21

Israeli government is violating many articles of international law and direct articles of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), including, but not limited to Article 3 
(right to life, liberty and security of person), Article 5 (torture or cruel degrading treatment), 
Article 7 (no discrimination under the law of the land, and equal protection by the law, 

17 Al Jazeera. “Cuba Receives First US Shipment in 50 Years.” Israeli–Palestinian Conflict | Al Jazeera, Al 
Jazeera, 14 July 2012, www.aljazeera.com/news/americas/2012/07/20127147196482238.html. 
18 “Gaza Blockade.” United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs - Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, 17 July 2018, www.ochaopt.org/theme/gaza-blockade. 
19 Pike, John. “Military.” Blockade of Gaza, 
www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/palestine/gaza-blockade.htm. 
20 “Killings of 3 Protesters Brings Palestinian Death Toll to 155 in Great March.” Mondoweiss, 28 July 2018, 
mondoweiss.net/2018/07/killings-protesters-palestinian/. 
21 Kubovich18, Yaniv, et al. “Egypt FM: Hamas Gave Israel the Excuse to Launch Gaza Attacks.” Haaretz.com, 
Haaretz Com, 12 Jan. 2018, www.haaretz.com/1.5057349. 
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Article 12 (no arbitrary interference with one's privacy, home, no attacks on one's honour, 
and right of protection by the law to those things), Article 13 (right to free movement inside 
the borders of their country). 

C. Amnesty International 

Amnesty International is an international, non-profit non-governmental organization 
that aims to make human rights available and accessible to all.  Since its founding nearly 50 22

years ago, the organization has now grown to include over 7 million members all over the 
world. The organization has long advocated for people all over the world whose rights have 
been violated, and some of those people include the Palestinian people under the Israeli 
occupation.  They have also conducted a research into the effects of the US embargo on 23

Cuba, and how it has affected the human rights of the citizens of Cuba. The group, however, 24

advocates for legal embargoes through the UN, where in some cases they would demand that 
the UN put an arms embargo in some areas in order to stop violence, as they did with Israel 
and Palestine last April.  25

IV.  Key Vocabulary 

Unilateral Coercive Measures (also known as ‘smart sanctions’ or ‘targeted sanctions’): 
Refers to economic measures taken by one State to compel a change in the policy of another 
State.  This is the basis of this topic as we take a look at how UCMs affect human rights. 26

Embargo: An official ban on trade or other economic activity from a particular country.  An 27

embargo can be used as a form of a UCM by nations in order to try to compel changes in the 
policies of other nations.  

Coercion: The practice of persuading someone to do something by using force or threats.  In 28

this case, UCMs are the act of coercion that nations are taking to change policies in other 
nations.  

22 “Who We Are.” Palm Oil and Human Rights: What You Need to Know, www.amnesty.org/en/who-we-are/. 
23 “Israel/OPT: Ahed Tamimi Release a Bittersweet Moment as Other Palestinian Children Languish in Israeli 
Jails.” Palm Oil and Human Rights: What You Need to Know, 
www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/07/ahed-tamimi-release-a-bittersweet-moment-as-other-palestinian-child
ren-languish-in-israeli-jails/. 
24 International, Amnesty. “The US Embargo on Cuba (ITS IMPACT ON THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 
RIGHTS).” Amnesty International, 2009, www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/44000/amr250072009en.pdf. 
25 “Israel: Arms Embargo Needed as Military Unlawfully Kills and Maims Gaza Protesters.” Palm Oil and 
Human Rights: What You Need to Know, 2018, 
www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/04/israel-arms-embargo-needed-as-military-unlawfully-kills-and-maims-
gaza-protesters/. 
26 “OHCHR | Workshop on the Impact of Unilateral Coercive Measures on the Enjoyment of Human Rights.” 
OHCHR | Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
www.ohchr.org/en/newsevents/seminars/pages/workshopcoercivemeasures.aspx. 
27 “Embargo.” Dictionary.com, Dictionary.com, www.dictionary.com/browse/embargo?s=t. 
28 “Coercion Meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary.” Gender Pay Gap Definition in the Cambridge 
English Dictionary, dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/coercion. 
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Sanctions: Measures taken by a nation to coerce another nation to conform to an international 
agreement or norms of conduct, typically in the form of restrictions on trade or on 
participation in official sporting events;  another form of UCMs. 29

Asylum: The protection granted by a nation to someone who has left their native country as a 
political refugee.  In the case of UCMs, many nations refuse to give political asylum to 30

citizens from nations that they’re opposed to.  

V. Important Events & Chronology 

Date 
(Day/Month/Year) Event 

26/6/1945 
The UN Charter Chapter VII: Action with Respect to Threats 
to the Peace, Breaches of the Peace, and Acts of Aggression was 
agreed upon.  

        14-25/6/1993 

World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna Declaration 
and Programme of Action) - Conference called upon states to 
refrain from any UCMs that violate international law and the UN 
Charter, since they infringe upon the human rights in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.  31

1/5/2015 Mr. Idriss Jazairy is appointed as Special Rapporteur on the 
negative impacts of UCMs.  

2/9/2017 
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development - 
Discussed the negative side effects of UCMs on the development 
of nations.  

 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

A/HRC/RES/15/24 Human rights and unilateral coercive measures : This resolution outlines 
how UCMs affect human rights and urged all nations not to impose UCMs, and seek out the 
UN so that they may voice their opinions. 

A/RES/25/2625 Declaration on Principles of International Law concerning Friendly 
Relations and Co-operation among States in accordance with the Charter of the United 
Nations: This Declaration focuses on the nature of relationships between nations and how 
they are to conduct themselves and to cooperate in accordance with the UN Charter.  

General Assembly Resolution 3281 (XXIX) Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of 
States: This resolution highlights the economic rights that every state has in accordance with 
the UN Charter and also explains the duties of each state for which they receive economic 
rights in exchange for.  

29 “Sanction.” Merriam-Webster, Merriam-Webster, www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sanction. 
30 “Asylum.” Merriam-Webster, Merriam-Webster, www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/asylum. 
31 Nations, United. “VIENNA DECLARATION AND PROGRAMME OF ACTION.” WORLD CONFERENCE ON HUMAN RIGHTS, 26 June 
1993, documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G93/142/33/PDF/G9314233.pdf?OpenElement. 
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A/RES/41/128 Declaration on the Right to Development: While this declaration doesn’t 
focus on UCMs, it advocates for every nation’s right to develop. This is relevant to the topic 
of UCMs since UCMs may hinder a nation’s development. 

Chapter VII of the UN Charter: Action with Respect to Threats to the Peace, Breaches of the 
Peace, and Acts of AGGRESSION: This chapter of the UN Charter outlines the legal 
pathways that nations should navigate when dealing with other nations that are a threat to 
peace, and act in aggression to any nations. This chapter should be a substitute for nations to 
use instead of UCMs. 

A/RES/25/2625  Declaration on Principles of International Law concerning Friendly 
Relations and Co-operation among States in accordance with the Charter of the United 
Nations: This declaration outlines the nature of relationships between states and the manner 
in which they are to conduct themselves when cooperating with one another  

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

In all the resolutions and declarations that have been mentioned above, the intention is good 
and the plans and clauses are solid. The reason why these solution attempts have failed, is 
because the agreements are non-binding and there are no consequences for breaking them. 
For example, the resolution on ‘Human rights and unilateral coercive measures’, which was a 
resolution that exclusively discussed the effects of unilateral coercive measures on human 
rights, if ratified by all nations and implemented, could possibly change the future of nations 
facing UCMs.  

VIII. Guiding Questions 

● What role does your nation play in addressing the issue of human rights and 
unilateral coercive measures? 

● Does your nation use UCMs in order to coerce other nations? 
● Is your nation willing to help fund support to help nations that have been 

affected by UCMs? 
● Does your country have a history of human rights violations? 
● Does your country have relations with countries that have been sanctioned? If 

so what is the relation and what is your country’s stance on that situation? 
● Does your country impose sanctions? If so what type and on which countries? 
● What is your country’s political stance on the concept of UCMs? 
● Does your country believe that sanctions are justified? If so, has it commented 

on the effect UCMs have on human rights? 
● If your country has had UCMs imposed on it, what human rights were 

compromised/how did they affect your citizens, and your economy? Who 
were they placed by and for what reason? 

IX. Possible Solutions 

Delegates could: 
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● Attempt to find ways to reverse the damage that other nations have endured through 
UCMs 

● Create an organization that helps restore the countries that have been previously smart 
sanctioned.  

● Call upon countries to unite against the efforts of UCMs, supporting countries that 
have been targeted.  

X. Useful Links 

● Report on a Workshop discussing UCMs: 
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/27/32  

● A concept note on UCMs: 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Events/Seminars/ConceptNoteUCMHR.do
c 

● Presentation and Statements made at a UN assembly on UCMS: 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Seminars/Pages/Presentations.aspx  

● Report on Sanctions and their effect on Human Rights: 
http://www.iapss.org/wp/2015/05/30/economic-sanctions-a-violation-of-huma
n-rights/ 

● Types of Sanctions, their uses and effects: 
https://www.government.nl/topics/international-peace-and-security/complianc
e-with-international-sanctions 
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