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Introduction to the General Assembly and the First Committee 

 

Introduction 

 The United Nations was preceded by the League of Nations, a global entity created in 

1919, to “promote international cooperation and to achieve peace and security.” The League 

ceased activities after failing to prevent the Second World War.1 Following the war’s conclusion, 

on October 24, 1945 the United Nations was created, having its charter ratified by the five 

permanent members of the United Nations Security Council and a majority of voting members.  

 Delegates that are sent to the United Nations General Assembly act as representatives of 

their countries. They must be fluent in the procedures of the UNGA, their government’s 

positions on the topics debated, as well as the positions of relevant groups of member states 

(G77, European Union, African Union, etc) and statistics on relevant countries and debate 

topics.2  

 

General Assembly of the United Nations 

 The General Assembly exists as one of the six main organs of the United Nations, and is 

the only UN organ that represents all 193 Member States.3 Created in 1945 alongside all other 

main organs, it has grown from its initial 51 countries to 193, most recently admitting South 

Sudan in 2011.4 Each nation is entitled to a single vote in the UNGA, regardless of geographical 

size or total population. Within this context, all member states are entitled to equal status within 

the Assembly irrespective to international attention or diplomatic prowess. Countries contribute 

to the upkeep of the United Nations based upon the consideration and approval of the United 

Nations budget as outlined in Article 17, however special consideration is made to countries 

incapable of paying due to circumstances beyond their control through Article 19.5 Recently, 

Comoros, Sao Tome and Principe, and Somalia are subject to this provision.6 As the main 

representative organ of the United Nations, great attention is given to the speeches, statements, 

and compelling debates. Meeting at the Headquarters of the United Nations in New York7, the 

General Assembly has hosted not only country delegates but as well political leaders worldwide.  

Some important duties of the General Assembly include: the approval of the UN budget and 

financial assessments of countries; the election of the non-permanent Security Council members, 

as well as other UN councils and organs; recommending the general principles of cooperation for 

maintaining international peace and security; and as well may take action when the Security 

                                                           
1 http://www.un.org/en/sections/history/history-united-nations/index.html 
2 https://outreach.un.org/mun/content/delegate-preparation 
3 http://www.un.org/en/sections/about-un/main-organs/ 
4 http://www.un.org/en/sections/member-states/growth-united-nations-membership-1945-present/index.html 
5 http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-iv/index.html 
6 http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/art19.shtml 
7 http://www.un.org/en/sections/about-un/main-organs/ 
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Council has failed to act due to a permanent Security Council member veto for the maintenance 

or restoration of said international peace and security.8 Decisions require two-thirds majority 

should they involve peace, security, new members, or involve budget. Otherwise, a simple 

majority is necessary to pass within the General Assembly.9 

In 2015, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals were agreed upon by the UNGA. This 

encompasses seventeen objectives surrounding global poverty, sustainability, inequalities, clean 

water and sanitation, peace and justice, and more. The SDGs are diverse yet also indivisible, 

requiring a cohesive and globally engaged commitment from all countries to develop and 

implement the 17 SDGs by 2030.10  

 

The 73rd Session & Issues of Debate 

 The agenda of the 73rd Session of the United Nations General Assembly is vast and 

varied. However, key issues will be addressed in regards to security. Agenda items for this 

session include topics surrounding eliminating international terrorism, maintaining international 

peace and security, protecting the global climate, questions of sustainable development, and 

more. These issues can be broad in topic description, or incredibly in-depth or otherwise precise 

in its scope. The agenda items have been allocated to their respect committees as of September 

21st, 2018.11 

 The 73rd Session opened on September 18th, 2018. María Fernanda Espinosa Garcés, the 

President-elect of the 73rd Session, made the objective of ‘Making the United Nations Relevant 

to All People: Global Leadership and Shared Responsibilities for Peaceful, Equitable and 

Sustainable Societies’ as the theme for this session.12 

 

The First Committee 

The UNGA is divided into six main committees, of which all UN members participate in 

fully. Each committee elects their own chairperson, vice-chairs, and rapporteur.13 The structure 

of each committee is somewhat similar, and numbered. Depending on the committee’s scope, 

different agenda items are allocated to each. Each committee submits a separate report to the 

plenary on all allocated agenda items. The plenary will then consider and vote on the 

recommended draft resolutions or decisions made by the committee.  

The First Committee of the General Assembly considers agenda items regarding important issues 

of disarmament and international security.14 The First Committee has the following session 

                                                           
8 http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml 

9 http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/ 
10 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld 
11  http://undocs.org/en/A/73/252 
12 http://sdg.iisd.org/events/73rd-session-of-the-un-general-assembly/ 
13 https://www.un.org/en/ga/first/72/bureau72.shtml 
14 http://research.un.org/en/docs/ga/committees 
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structure:15 general debate, thematic discussions, and finally actions on drafts. General debate of 

the most recent session, the 73rd, ran from September 25th to October 1st of 2018. Over these 

days, global issues and statements were brought forward by world leaders.16 

For this Model United Nations conference, the First Committee has been chosen to reflect the 

scope of the topics and UNGA debate as they relate to the theme of “Building Sustainable 

Peace”. Other deviations from the actual functions and procedures of the UN and UNGA are 

necessary for the operation of this MUN. For example, at this conference we will not be electing 

a chair, vice chair, rapporteur, etcetera. MUN conferences are simulations of the diplomatic 

debate process of the UN, and in this pursuit these alterations and others are necessary to have a 

successful and concise UNGA simulation.17  

 

Conclusion 

The United Nations General Assembly operates as both one of the main organs of the UN 

and as the largest and most numerous stage of development, debate, and cooperation in the 

international arena. Each member state is granted equal status in the UNGA, and thus for smaller 

or developing countries a chance for direct appeal to the international stage. Within the United 

Nations, formal and informal groups of member states such as the Group of African States, 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and CAN Z (Canada, Australia, and New 

Zealand) push coordinated agendas where applicable.18 

In 2005, then Secretary-General Kofi Annan reported on the Millennium Declaration of 2000 as 

requested by the General Assembly. Of the UNGA itself, Annan warned about the danger in 

obfuscating resolutions in a “lowest common denominator” pursuit of watered-down approval.19 

As you research and formulate your strategy as a delegate of your chosen country, remain 

cognisant of not solely the state you must represent, but to the entity you have been sent towards. 

The General Assembly was reaffirmed in 2000 as the dominant stage for global policy, 

deliberation, and representation. Be prepared not only for the words you must say, but the 

responses and opinions your choices of words will create, and both the allies and adversaries that 

may follow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15 http://www.un.org/en/ga/first/index.shtml 
16 https://gadebate.un.org/en 

17 https://outreach.un.org/mun/ 
18 https://outreach.un.org/mun/content/groups-member-states 
19 http://undocs.org/A/59/2005 p.40 



 

General Assembly Background Guide     Page 4 of 11 

Topic 1: Ensuring Access & Security to Clean & Sustainable Water Sources  

for All 

 

Introduction 

Access to clean water is a UN-recognized right. In July 2010, the UN General Assembly 

recognized the right of sufficient access to water for personal and domestic use: Resolution 

64/292. This water must be safe, accessible, and affordable,20 and calls upon countries and 

international organizations to help developing countries through financial resources, technology, 

and capacity-building projects.21 Resolution 64/292 is but one of many water-related UN 

commitments, however. The Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) sought to halve the global 

number of those lacking “sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation” by 

2015.22 Further, The 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) tasks the global community 

to create “availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all.”23 Progress of 

this goal is updated annually by the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development.24 

Despite this, challenges remain and require a concerted international commitment. 

Water access is a critical necessity for human survival and development. Over the past 

century, as our population increased three times larger, our water demand increased by 600%. 25 

However, progress on universal access to clean water is an incredibly difficult task to 

accomplish, and many statistics underline the challenge ahead. In 2015, safely managed drinking 

water was inaccessible to 29% of the global population, with strong indications of future water 

scarcity being reported in mostly North Africa, West Asia, and the Central and Southern Asia 

regions.26 14,000-30,000 people die daily from avoidable water based diseases.27 Poor access to 

water and sanitary facilities also can discriminate against girls and women. Inadequate access to 

private washrooms, for example, can lead girls to avoid drinking water at school and losing 

concentration due to dehydration.28 In developing countries, women often act as the primary 

manager of household water and sanitation.29 Women and girls are also often responsible for 

collecting water, which UNICEF estimated in 2016 to equate to 200 million hours spent daily. 

UNICEF criticized this as a “colossal” waste of time that unequally burdens women and girls. In 

Somalia, a single trip to collect water can take over an hour. The lack of access to drinking water 

                                                           
20 http://www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/water/ 
21 http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml 
22 http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/environ.shtml 
23 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg6 
24 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs 
25 https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/EPLP-051.pdf p.1 
26 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg6 
27  https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/EPLP-051.pdf p.1 
28 http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml 
29 http://www.unwater.org/water-facts/gender/ 
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piped to the home not only leaves women with less time to spend with their families and leisure 

activities, but also increases the risk of it becoming contaminated before it is used.30 

There are many varying factors and causes of inaccessibility to clean water. Climate 

change reduces clean water availability due to higher temperatures and more extreme weather 

patterns. This can create harsh droughts and devastating floods, affecting vulnerable 

communities and making what water is available unsanitary and undrinkable.31 Water can also 

become polluted due to human action. Pathogens from animal and human waste, agricultural and 

mine runoffs, chemical pollution, and plastic pollution represent some of the most prominent 

pollutants in freshwater ecosystems.32 Long term impacts of pharmaceuticals entering aquatic 

environments, like painkillers and birth control pills, are relatively unknown but may pose 

unwanted risks to humans and other animals.33 These effects are not simply limited to the 

countries that are polluting water sources: inappropriate disposal of pollutants in water, alongside 

other water based decisions and control methods, has the capacity international consequence and 

hostility. 

Water access can also be limited for downstream nations. Upstream countries possess the 

capacity to build dams or dump pollutants that can limit the quantity and quality of the water. 

With approximately 300 transboundary aquifers, failure in international cooperation can result 

from unequal effects of overexploitation.34 While the term ‘water wars’ (warring over access to 

water) comes with minimal historical evidence to support its use, water has indeed served to be a 

source of political stress between countries and act as impediments in peace negotiations.35 One 

such example involves Egypt, Sudan, and Ethiopia, on the Nile River. Ethiopia’s plans to create 

the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, which will regulate the flow of the Nile, has met 

opposition from Egypt. The Egyptian minister of water resources and irrigation labelled it an 

international security issue, citing that any small drop in waterflow to Egypt can have an 

immense impact to its employment rate.36 The Egyptian President, el-Sissi, stressed that “water 

is a matter of life or death,” amidst fears that Egyptian water supplies will be choked by the 

completion of the dam.37 

 

Relevant UN Entities and Past Resolutions 

Numerous past resolutions have solidified the UN’s commitment to water sustainability 

globally. Outlining some of the most significant in chronological order can help provide context 

                                                           
30 https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-collecting-water-often-colossal-waste-time-women-and-girls 
31 http://www.unwater.org/water-facts/climate-change/ 
32 https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/water/what-we-do/tackling-global-water-pollution 
33 http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/quality.shtml 
34 http://www.unwater.org/water-facts/transboundary-waters/ 
35 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/resources/periodical/a-world-of-science/vol-11-n-1/in-focus-

water-cooperation/water-wars/ 
36 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-43170408 
37 https://www.timesofisrael.com/egypt-warns-ethiopia-nile-dam-dispute-life-or-death/ 
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to UNGA dialogue on access to water, and help participants build a reference base to aid them 

during the conference.  

The United Nations General Assembly has most recently committed to water access 

through the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals. They represent a global effort to improve the 

planet and the lives of all people through seventeen goals. Many of these either directly 

reference, or otherwise include relationship to, water. Most relevant is Goal 6: Ensure 

availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all, however other goals 

involving good health, gender equality, climate action, peace & justice, and responsible 

consumption and production all also involve discussion around water. The SDGs are meant to be 

achieved by 2030, and will be directing the United Nations Development Programme for its 

duration.38 

The Millenium Development Goals (MDGs), as mentioned earlier, were a set of eight 

goals with a deadline of fifteen years, much like the SDGs. From the turn of the millenium, the 

international community was tasked with goals surrounding a global partnership of development, 

improving environmental sustainability, gender equality & women empowerment, and the 

eradication of extreme poverty and hunger.39 

The UN-Water is a coordinating body focused on water sustainability and sanitation. In 

2003, the body was established in order to coordinate the thirtysome UN organizations towards a 

unified focus & response. They conduct their work with UN Member States by informing 

policies regarding water and sanitation strategies, conduct monitoring and reporting to provide 

valuable data, and finally inspire action through various campaigns.40 This coordination has 

resulted in the designation of certain years and decades dedicated to specific topics, otherwise 

known as International Years and International Decades. 

International Years & International Decades in the UN are most often proclaimed by the 

UNGA. They highlight areas of focus for the duration of their celebration. The United Nations 

has celebrated the 2003 International Year of the Freshwater, 2008 International Year of Planet 

Earth, and the 2013 International Year of Water Cooperation (Resolution A/RES/65/154) as 

some relevant examples.41 Also, 2005-2015 was designated the “Water for Life” International 

Decade of Action, while 2021-2030 is designated as the Decade of Ocean Science for 

Sustainable Development.42 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
38 http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals.html 
39 http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sdgoverview/mdg_goals.html 
40 http://www.unwater.org/about-unwater/ 
41 https://en.unesco.org/commemorations/international-years 
42 https://en.unesco.org/commemorations/international-decades/ 
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Suggestions for Delegate Research: 

 

 Consider the following questions as guiding ideas for your research into the topic 

“Ensuring Access & Security to Clean & Sustainable Water Sources for All”: 

 

1) Does your country contribute to, or receive, international aid & relief? Has your country 

been impacted by recent floodings, droughts, or dumps waste into its aquatic ecosystems? 

2) Is your country well-off in terms of safe water access for all? How does this apply at 

subnational regions in your country? Across economic lines?  

3) How does your country interact with its international neighbours when it comes to water 

access & quality? Is your country considered an “upstream” nation, or otherwise have 

access to a large body of water? How does national security impact your country’s 

policies as a result?  

 

Conclusion 

Water security is a complex issue, approachable by many different ways. To nations, 

access to water is an imperative when considering internal stability & crisis aversion. The 

dynamics of water based policies and projects quickly can escalate if diplomacy fails. To 

individuals, this water access is a critical human right. The absence of clean water and sanitation 

not only unequally discriminates against women: it is deadly.  

It is of little surprise then to find the United Nations acutely aware of the role water plays in 

human development, and the numerous strategies and programmes the General Assembly has 

previously worked together to achieve. The proper balancing of national needs and humanitarian 

values must be met in order for delegates to build a successful response at the 2019 Vancouver 

Island University Model United Nations Conference.  
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Topic 2: Seeking a Global Response to Terrorism 

 

Introduction & Defining Terrorism 

Is it necessary to define terrorism before acting upon it on the international stage? As it 

stands, there exists no universal legal definition of the word terrorism.43 This enduring global 

ambiguity has been seen by critics as a state-dominated term, held internationally obscure 

primarily to serve State interests in justifying action against their political opponents.44 What is 

more, this politicization of the term ‘terrorist’ can lead to human rights abuses in the pursuit of 

their misappropriated and fragmented definitions of ‘terrorism’. This has led to the claim that 

Counter-Terrorism efforts have been unharmonious given the variation in legislative 

interpretations of ‘terrorism’.45 Despite this, the United Nations has passed resolutions explicitly 

including the term terrorism. Furthermore, various offices have been created to organize and 

inform counter-terrorism efforts at the UN. The UN Office of Counter-Terrorism was established 

by the UNGA on June 21st, 2017. It was created in part through a reorganizing of the Counter-

Terrorism Implementation Task Force and the UN Counter-Terrorism Centre from the 

Department of Political Affairs into its new position.46  

What does the word terrorism represent in a legal capacity? Many countries and 

transnational entities offer their own compelling arguments and definitions. The North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO) introduced terrorism into its glossary of terms and definitions as 

“[t]he unlawful use or threatened use of force or violence against individuals or property in an 

attempt to coerce or intimidate governments or societies to achieve political, religious or 

ideological objectives”.47 Further, both the Organization of African Unity and European Union 

strictly define terrorism. The OAU defines a “Terrorist act” as a criminal action that “...may 

endanger the life, physical integrity or freedom of, or cause serious injury or death to, any 

person, any number or group of persons or causes or may cause damage to public or private 

property, natural resources, environmental or cultural heritage and is calculated or intended to…” 

intimidate, disrupt, or create insurrection.48 The EU sees terrorist offences to be any national 

violation of law “...which, given their nature or context, may seriously damage a country or an 

international organization”.49  

Terrorism falls under various national definitions. China and the United States provide 

two good examples, however many more countries have specific definitions as well. The 

                                                           
43 https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/terrorism/module-4/key-issues/defining-terrorism.html 
44 https://ssrn.com/abstract=1292059 
45 https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/terrorism/module-4/key-issues/defining-terrorism.html 
46 http://www.un.org/en/counterterrorism/ 
47 https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_69482.htm 
48https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7779-treaty-0020_-

_oau_convention_on_the_prevention_and_combating_of_terrorism_e.pdf p.3 
49 http://www.statewatch.org/news/2002/jul/frameterr622en00030007.pdf 
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Republic of China sees terrorism as “any proposition or activity that, by means of violence, 

sabotage or threat, generates social panic, undermines public security, infringes upon personal 

and property rights, or menaces state authorities and international organizations, with the aim to 

realize political, ideological and other purposes”.50 The United States Code offers the term 

“terrorism” as “premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant 

targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents”.51  

Various coalitions and countries have partaken in transnational counter-terrorism efforts. 

Famously, George W. Bush declared the War on Terror shortly after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 

New York.52 NATO was also quick to respond: by September 12th, Article 5 was invoked, 

spurring all 19 NATO Allies into action.53 

 

Relevant UN Entities and Past Resolutions 

A lack of universal definition to terrorism does not mean that no attempts were made. 

The United Nations has numerous resolutions denouncing or otherwise implementing strategy 

against terrorist threats and activities. In regards to customary international law, some evidence 

supports the claim that a limited international recognition in a purely political sense.  

The 2004 UNSC Resolution 1566 condemned terrorism as unjustifiably in any capacity, 

and furthermore condemned all acts of terrorism in the strongest terms possible. The resolution 

was approved unanimously by all members of the Security Council.54 In 2006, the Secretary-

General recommended actions to construct an international counter-terrorism strategy, entitled 

“Uniting against Terrorism: Recommendations for a Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy”. This 

included dissuading groups from resorting/supporting terrorism, denying the means to carry out 

attacks, and developing State capacity to prevent terrorism, among others.55 As stated earlier, the 

UN has created the Office of Counter-Terrorism in 200656. Formally known as the Counter-

Terrorism Implementation Task Force, the CTITF involves 38 international entities. This list 

includes the Al Qaida/Taliban Monitoring Team, the International Criminal Police Organization, 

and UN Women, for select example.57 The CTITF helps states in the implementation of the UN 

Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy, a four-pillar plan that includes many of the elements the 

Secretary-General recommended in the 2006 “Uniting against Terrorism: Recommendations for 

a Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy” report.  

General Assembly Resolution 49/60 criminalized certain activities considered ‘terrorist’, 

such as “...acts intended or calculated to provoke a state of terror in the general public, a group of 

                                                           
50 http://www.lawinfochina.com/Display.aspx?lib=law&Cgid=261788 
51 https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/22/2656f 
52 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2001/sep/21/september11.usa13 
53 https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/eur/rls/fs/14627.htm 
54 https://www.un.org/press/en/2004/sc8214.doc.htm 
55 http://undocs.org/A/60/825 
56 https://www.un.org/counterterrorism/ctitf/en 
57 https://www.un.org/counterterrorism/ctitf/en/structure 
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persons or particular persons for political purposes are in any circumstance unjustifiable, 

whatever the considerations of a political, philosophical, ideological, racial, ethnic, religious or 

any other nature that may be invoked to justify them”. This was approved through consensus, 

rather than vote. Further, it is not binding, meaning its application remains somewhat limited.58  

Finally, the Comprehensive Convention on International Terrorism is an ongoing treaty 

proposal that, if or when completed, may create an international legal definition of terrorism. The 

main issues is that talks have been stalled: initial work begun through the creation of an Ad Hoc 

Committee in Resolution 51/201, dating back to December 17th 1996.59 Unsurprisingly, one of 

the main sources of stall on the draft is the definition of ‘terrorism’. Each country’s opinion of 

who represents terrorists is variant, and at many times conflicting. Take for example the 

discussion around freedom fighters vs. terrorists. Does the right to self-determination exclude or 

include violent acts?60 UN diplomats still, despite the two-decade lack of conclusion to the Ad 

Hoc Committee, speak unified at the General Assembly on the imperative to create a legal 

framework for actions against terrorism.61 The Comprehensive Convention on International 

Terrorism still remains as one of the best chances for an international legal framework on 

terrorism, despite its long setbacks. 

 

Suggestions for Delegate Research: 

 The following questions are meant to provide delegates with preliminary inquiries into 

the topic “Seeking a Global Response to Terrorism”.  

 

1) Has your country been a victim of terrorism related violence? Do international 

peacekeepers assist in your domestic security operations? 

2) Does your country fund foreign military action? How is this perceived by the 

international community?  

3) How does my country define terrorism, and how has this definition been applied both as a 

legal term and as a political tool? 

 

Conclusion 

Terrorism is a disrupting force that harms individuals, groups, and countries. No absence of 

formal definition makes one blind to its devastating effects worldwide. Despite the absence of a 

universally declared legal definition for terrorism, national, transnational, and international 

efforts to combat terrorism endures. Both the United Nations General Assembly and United 

Nations Security Council have adopted resolutions condemning all forms of terrorism, and as we 

have seen various organizations coordinate to assist member states in the implementation of 

                                                           
58 https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/terrorism/module-4/key-issues/defining-terrorism.html 
59 https://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/51/a51r210.htm 
60 http://www.ipsnews.net/2005/07/politics-un-member-states-struggle-to-define-terrorism/ 
61 https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/gal3566.doc.htm 
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counter-terrorism strategies. Yet, unified action against terrorist activities is stifled by deadlock 

in certain cases, such as the Comprehensive Convention on International Terrorism.  

In preparing for the 2019 Vancouver Island University Model United Nations Conference, 

consider what diplomatic cooperation one must construct in order to create successful dialogue 

and pointed action in the face of terrorism and extremism. Poor diplomacy and internal bickering 

may in fact prove that we struggle to look beyond our self interests when faced with such 

challenges. However, the successful application of understanding, constructive dialogue, and 

cooperation can reinforce the fact that the whole will always be greater than the sum of its parts. 

 


