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While.the.Committee’s.areas.of.concern.and.its.work.often.overlaps.
with.other.United.Nations.organs,.the.Third.Committee.focuses.its.dis-
cussions.on.social,.humanitarian.and.cultural.concerns.that.arise.in.the.
General.Assembly..The.Third.Committee.discusses.issues.with,.recogniz-
es.reports.of,.and.submits.recommendations.to.the.General.Assembly.in.
coordination.with.other.United.Nations.organs,.such.as.the.Economic.
and.Social.Council.(ECOSOC).and.the.United.Nations.High.Commis-
sioner.for.Refugees.(UNHCR)..For.more.information.concerning.the.
purview.of.the.UN’s.General.Assembly.as.a.whole,.see.page.21..

Website: http://www.un.org/ga/third/index.shtml

United nAtions literAcy decAde: edUcAtion for All

Literacy.is.an.essential.tool.for.social.and.human.development..It.has.
been.linked.to.higher.levels.of.economic.growth,.improved.social.co-
hesion,.and.better.knowledge.of.effective.health.practices..Yet.for.793.
million.adults.around.the.world,.the.ability.to.read.and.write.remains.
elusive..Women,.who.comprise.over.64%.of.the.world’s.illiterate.adult.
population,.are.particularly.hard.hit...

The.United.Nations.has.long.worked.to.end.illiteracy..Since.its.first.
meeting.in.1946,.the.United.Nations.Educational,.Scientific.and.
Cultural.Organization.(UNESCO).has.made.literacy.a.core.part.of.its.
work..In.its.first.decades,.UNESCO.helped.to.advocate.for.effective.
national.policies.on.literacy.and.increased.investment.in.addressing.
illiteracy..Early.efforts.were.focused.on.mobilizing.mass.campaigns.to.
promote.literacy,.though.these.efforts.were.largely.ineffective.at.actu-
ally.improving.literacy.rates..As.individual.countries.and.the.United.
Nations.system.gained.a.deeper.understanding.of.literacy.and.its.im-
pact.on.education.and.workforce.participation,.UNESCO.refocused.
its.efforts.on.including.literacy.in.formal.education.systems.rather.
than.mass.movements..Through.the.1970s.and.1980s,.new.research.
suggested.a.positive.association.between.literacy.rates.and.economic.
development..As.the.ties.between.high.literacy.rates.and.economic.
development.became.more.apparent,.more.countries.and.interna-
tional.organizations,.like.the.World.Bank,.began.to.invest.in.literacy.
efforts.under.the.aegis.of.human.development..As.this.evidence.base.
has.grown,.the.United.Nations.Children’s.Fund.(UNICEF).and.other.
United.Nations.agencies.have.also.taken.an.interest.in.literacy.and.
joined.UNESCO’s.efforts..

With.an.increasing.international.focus.on.the.importance.of.literacy,.
the.United.Nations.system.works.in.several.ways.to.further.the.goal.
of.universal.literacy..Today,.the.United.Nations.continues.to.serve.
as.a.key.advocate.for.literacy,.making.a.case.about.its.importance.
to.governments.around.the.world..In.2003,.the.General.Assembly.
proclaimed.2003-2013.the.United.Nations.Literacy.Decade.(UNLD).
with.the.aim.of.increasing.literacy.levels.and.empowering.people.
through.literacy..UNLD.aimed.to.raise.public.awareness.and.to.make.
literacy.a.political.priority.around.the.world..It.also.aimed.to.focus.
the.international.community’s.efforts.on.ending.illiteracy.around.the.
world..Since.2003,.the.General.Assembly’s.resolutions.on.literacy.have.
worked.on.monitoring.activities.under.the.UNLD...

The.United.Nations.has.also.increasingly.served.as.a.platform.for.set-
ting.international.development.goals.in.literacy.and.education..Under.
Millennium.Development.Goal.Two,.States.agree.that.by.2015,.all.
children.will.be.able.to.complete.a.full.course.of.primary.schooling..
Under.the.Education.for.All.(EFA).Goals,.States.have.agreed.to.reduce.
literacy.rates.by.50.percent.by.2015..

UNESCO.continues.to.lead.the.United.Nations.system’s.technical.
work.on.literacy,.serving.as.an.advocate,.a.source.of.expert.knowledge.
on.effective.policies,.and.a.monitor.of.progress.on.literacy.around.the.
world..The.UNESCO.Institute.of.Statistics.also.publishes.the.Edu-
cation.for.All.Global.Monitoring.Report.(GMR),.an.annual.report.
on.the.status.of.literacy.and.education.around.the.world..The.GMR.
includes.statistical.information.that.assists.governments.in.tracking.
progress,.as.well.as.analysis.on.the.current.challenges.in.education...
Other.agencies,.like.UNICEF,.manage.and.fund.programs.aimed.
directly.at.improving.literacy.rates.

Recently,.UNESCO.has.also.announced.a.World.Atlas.of.Gender.
Equality.in.Education..This.publication.helps.to.illustrate.the.extent.
to.which.gender.disparities.in.education.have.changed.since.1970.and.
offers.some.brief.analysis.on.the.state.of.education.for.women.and.
girls..Future.actions.of.the.Atlas.of.Gender.Equality.will,.if.successful,.
be.able.to.help.put.together.a.comprehensive.set.of.data.which.would.
be.crucial.for.monitoring.and.evaluating.progress.in.gender.parity.in.
education.

Despite.these.concerted.efforts,.illiteracy.continues.to.be.a.major.chal-
lenge.and.will.likely.persist.unless.new.strategies.are.developed..While.
there.has.been.some.progress.in.reducing.illiteracy,.many.countries.are.
not.expected.to.meet.their.commitments.to.increase.access.to.educa-
tion.and.decrease.illiteracy.by.2015..Two.areas.present.a.particular.
challenge.for.the.international.community:.the.rural.poor.in.South.
and.East.Asia.–.who.comprise.the.bulk.of.the.world’s.illiterate.persons.
–.and.the.residents.of.countries.affected.by.armed.conflict..Women.
represent.a.disproportionate.number.of.the.illiterate.in.both.groups..
These.two.groups.present.different.challenges,.and.concerted.efforts.
to.reach.both.groups.must.be.made.if.the.world.is.to.achieve.universal.
literacy..The.General.Assembly.must.also.consider.the.United.Nations.
system’s.role.in.promoting.literacy.after.the.end.of.the.UNLD.in.2012.
and.what.the.next.actions.of.the.international.community.should.be.

In.addressing.all.of.these.challenges,.Member.States.will.need.to.
consider.why.past.approaches.have.failed,.how.to.reach.marginalized.
groups.and,.critically,.how.to.fund.programs.at.a.time.when.national.
education.budgets.and.international.development.assistance.are.both.
stretched.thin..

Questions.to.consider.from.your.government’s.perspective.on.this.
issue.include.the.following:

•.With.the.United.Nations.Literacy.Decade.ending.this.year,.
what.actions.should.the.United.Nations.take.to.promote.lit-
eracy.beyond.2012?..

•.What.strategies.can.the.United.Nations.use.to.bring.literacy.
training.to.those.affected.by.armed.conflict.and.other.emergen-
cies?
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•.How.can.the.United.Nations.help.to.address.the.gender.gap.in.
literacy?.
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GlobAl efforts for the totAl eliminAtion of  
rAcism, rAciAl discriminAtion, xenophobiA And 
relAted intolerAnce And the comprehensive  
implementAtion of And follow-Up to the dUrbAn 
declArAtion And proGrAmme of Action

Since.its.creation,.the.United.Nations.has.considered.the.elimination.
of.racism.and.intolerance.a.core.part.of.its.mission.to.promote.human.
rights.and.support.personal.dignity..Despite.persistent.efforts.by.the.
United.Nations.and.its.Member.States,.hate.crimes,.genocide,.and.
xenophobia.continue.to.be.a.problem.today..The.United.Nations.first.
discussed.racism.and.racial.intolerance.in.the.Universal.Declaration.
of.Human.Rights.and.the.Convention.on.the.Prevention.and.Punish-
ment.of.the.Crime.of.Genocide.in.1948.

In.1963-65,.the.United.Nations.adopted.two.documents.aimed.
specifically.at.addressing.the.issue.of.racial.discrimination:.the.1963.
Declaration.on.the.Elimination.of.all.Forms.of.Racial.Discrimination.
and.its.legally.binding.successor,.the.1965.International.Convention.
on.the.Elimination.of.all.Forms.of.Racial.Discrimination..Under.the.
Convention,.Member.States.are.obligated.to.guarantee.equal.rights.for.
all.people,.regardless.of.race,.as.well.as.take.steps.to.punish.public.and.
private.entities.that.promote.racial.intolerance..The.Convention.also.
created.the.Committee.on.the.Elimination.of.Racial.Discrimination,.
which.monitors.how.States.implement.the.Convention.and.receives.
national.reports.on.efforts.to.combat.racism..The.United.Nations.
General.Assembly.designated.three.decades.from.1973.to.2003.to.take.
action.against.all.forms.of.racism.and.intolerance.and.support.all.those.
struggling.to.find.equality..

In.2001,.the.United.Nations.convened.the.World.Conference.against.
Racism.in.Durban,.South.Africa..The.conference.was.a.response.to.
growing.concerns.within.the.international.community.that.rac-
ism,.racial.discrimination,.and.xenophobia.were.on.the.rise.and.that.
international.action.would.be.needed.to.address.them..The.agenda.was.
focused.on.concrete.national.and.international.actions.that.could.end.
racism,.though.it.was.also.asked.to.review.the.history.and.context.of.
modern.racism..Nonetheless,.the.conference.created.the.Durban.Dec-
laration.and.Programme.of.Action,.which.represented.a.plan.of.action.
for.addressing.racism.in.the.21st.century..

Since.2001,.most.of.the.United.Nations’.work.on.racial.intolerance.
has.focused.on.improving.monitoring.steps.taken.to.implement.the.
Convention.and.on.follow-up.activities.to.the.Durban.Declaration..
Multiple.United.Nations.agencies.and.bodies.have.continued.their.
work.to.combat.racism..In.2009.and.2011,.the.General.Assembly.held.
meetings.to.review.progress.on.implementing.the.Durban.Declaration..
The.Intergovernmental.Working.Group.on.the.Effective.Implementa-
tion.of.the.Durban.Declaration.and.Programme.of.Action.continues.
to.monitor.implementation.by.the.United.Nations,.Member.States.
and.other.stakeholders..The.Human.Rights.Council.regularly.debates.
the.issue.and.has.created.a.Special.Rapporteur.on.contemporary.forms.
of.racism,.racial.discrimination,.xenophobia.and.related.intolerance,.
who.reports.on.incidents.of.racism.around.the.globe.and.on.Member.



the GenerAl AssemblypAGe 36  •  2012 issUes At AmUn 

State.initiatives.to.combat.racism..The.United.Nations.Educational,.
Scientific,.and.Cultural.Organization.(UNESCO).manages.the.
International.Coalition.of.Cities.against.Racism,.which.is.renewing.its.
Ten.Point.Action.Plan.to.reflect.the.updates.from.the.2011.Durban.
High-level.Meeting..

Moving.forward,.the.United.Nations.faces.difficulties.in.implement-
ing.the.Durban.Declaration.and.the.Programme.of.Action..Some.
countries.still.lack.the.legal.framework.for.appropriately.addressing.
discrimination.and.intolerance..Others.lack.mechanisms.to.enforce.
laws.that.already.exist..In.addition,.some.Member.States.lack.the.will.
to.enforce.discrimination.laws,.particularly.regarding.historically.dis-
advantaged.minorities..Human.rights.organizations.have.also.alleged.
that.non-democratic.governments.have.used.bans.on.hate.speech.as.
a.tool.for.censorship..A.small.group.of.countries.continues.to.oppose.
the.Durban.Declaration.due.to.concerns.about.freedom.of.expression..
As.an.alternative,.the.United.States.has.proposed.an.Action.Plan.with.
measures.that.states.can.take.to.address.intolerance..This.plan,.how-
ever,.has.not.been.accepted.by.the.General.Assembly.at.large.

Furthermore,.the.increasing.prevalence.of.social.media.presents.a.
challenge..Increasingly,.social.media.platforms.are.being.used.to.spread.
intolerant.rhetoric.and.occasionally.incite.racially.or.religiously.intol-
erant.violence..It.is.often.unclear.what.laws.apply.when.hate.speech.
crosses.borders.via.the.Internet,.or.what.extra-legal.steps.countries.can.
take.to.address.the.problem.

Questions.to.consider.from.your.government’s.perspective.on.this.
issue.include.the.following:

•.What.mechanisms.should.Member.States.put.into.place.to.pre-
vent.intolerance,.and.how.can.the.United.Nations.assist.them.
in.doing.so?

•.What.can.be.done.to.help.Member.States.that.have.ratified.the.
International.Convention.on.the.Elimination.of.All.Forms.of.
Racial.Discrimination.remain.compliant.with.its.provisions?

•.How.have.new.media.platforms,.such.as.social.media,.affected.
the.spread.of.racism?.What.steps.should.States.take.to.address.
racism.and.racial.intolerance.on.the.internet?.

•.What.restrictions.on.freedom.of.expression.can.be.justified.to.
prevent.racially.intolerant.speech?
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