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The Responsibility to Protect 

In 1994 the United Nations (UN) stood by in silence while 800,000 men, 

women, and children were slaughtered in the Rwandan genocide. It was arguably 

the greatest failure in the Organization’s history. Despite its pledge to “never again” 

stand by while such atrocities are committed, one year later, 8,000 Muslim men and 

boys were killed in the genocide in Srebrenica. In response to these two tragedies 

UN Member States unanimously adopted the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) in 

2005, inspired by Francis Deng’s notion of “sovereignty as responsibility.” R2P’s 

first two pillars have obtained widespread support, focusing on the state’s primary 

responsibility to protect its population from mass atrocities, as well as the 

international community’s responsibility to assist states in such efforts.1 

Nevertheless, implementation of the third pillar has remained contentious, 

comprising the international community’s responsibility to intervene should a state 

be unable or unwilling to carry out its responsibility of protection. According to 

R2P’s provisions, the Security Council maintains exclusive authority to mandate 

coercive action under pillar three, bringing to light the often-divergent positions of 

the U.S., China, and Russia, all of which hold veto power as permanent members of 

the Security Council. Though all three countries have endorsed the principle of R2P, 

each has maintained reservations regarding its application. In particular, China and 

Russia have long expressed concern over the notion of international interference in 

domestic issues, even in cases with a clear presence of mass atrocities.  

 

Deadlock Over Syria 

In no context have the politics of R2P played out more dramatically than in 

Security Council stalemate over Syria. Since the war began in 2011, the UN Human 

Rights Council-mandated Commission of Inquiry (CoI) has reported that the Syrian 

                                                        
1 R2P has been included in 64 Security Council resolutions, 10 General Assembly 
resolutions, and 28 Human Rights Council resolutions, as of September 2017. 
http://www.globalr2p.org/media/files/r2p-background-briefing-2017.pdf 
(Accessed January 3, 2017). 
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government has committed war crimes and crimes against humanity, including the 

use of chemical weapons on civilians. The war has taken the lives of over 465,000 

individuals,2 with 5.5 million Syrian refugees and 6.1 million IDPs.3 Yet, the UN 

Security Council has been deadlocked over any attempt to provide meaningful 

intervention. Since 2011, Russia has vetoed 11 Syrian-related resolutions. China has 

largely voted in agreement with Russia, vetoing 6 of these 11 resolutions, while 

abstaining on the other 5.4 The resolutions that have passed have been limited in 

scope, pertaining primarily to ceasefires and access for humanitarian aid, which has 

been woefully inadequate to provide for the estimated 13 million people in need of 

assistance.5  

The goal of this research is to determine why Security Council Member States 

have not been able to uphold their responsibility to protect civilians from mass 

atrocities in Syria, as well as to explore potential implications for the future of R2P. 

On the one hand, many claim, “R2P has never been stronger,”6 being cited with 

increasing frequency in Security Council, General Assembly, and Human Rights 

Council resolutions (see figure below). On the other hand, the case of Syria has 

revealed the depth of political and ideological differences among Member States 

related to the implementation of R2P’s third pillar, calling into question its 

effectiveness as a norm.  

                                                        
2 According to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, cited by Reuters, 
http://reut.rs/2yrG833.  
3 According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 
https://www.unocha.org/country/syria.  
4 See Annex A for an overview of all Syrian-related Security Council resolutions that 
have been vetoed. 
5 See Annex B for an overview of all Syrian-related Security Council resolutions that 
have passed. 
6 Oliver Stuenkel, “The BRICS and the Future of R2P: Was Syria or Libya the 
Exception?” Global Responsibility to Protect, 6 (2014), 13. 

http://reut.rs/2yrG833
https://www.unocha.org/country/syria
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Figure 1: R2P references in General Assembly, Security Council, and Human Rights Council 
resolutions 
 

The West and Regime Change 

One of the key ideological differences between the U.S. (and the West more 

broadly) on the one hand and Russia and China on the other is the concept of forced 

regime change as part of foreign intervention. Russia and China have been 

unequivocally opposed to foreign interference in regime change as part of R2P, 

bringing them into sharp conflict with the West, which has insisted there can be no 

way forward in Syria with the Assad regime still in power. By insisting on President 

Assad’s removal from office, the U.S., as well as France and the U.K., have made an 

already difficult debate within the Security Council even more contentious. If the 

U.S. wants to accomplish anything related to Syria via the Security Council, it will 

have to learn to play politics more effectively with Russia and China, whose 

positions have become even more entrenched since the perceived mishandling of 

events in Libya.7 As noted by Charap, “The United States can either do regime 

change or work through the Security Council, but it can’t do both.”8 

                                                        
7 In March 2017, under the Trump Administration, the U.S. announced that it is no 
longer seeking Assad’s removal from office as part of its strategy in Syria, and has 



 5 

Indeed, many have attributed the Security Council’s stalemate over Syria as a 

reaction to the 2011 NATO operation in Libya, which marked the first time the 

Security Council authorized military intervention in the name of R2P without the 

consent of the host government.9 The way in which NATO toppled the Qaddafi 

regime was viewed by many as a gross mishandling of the mission’s mandate, which 

was to be focused solely on the protection of civilians. Only three days after 

airstrikes began, China, Russia, and India began calling for an immediate ceasefire, 

claiming that NATO had abused the terms of its mandate and was instead pushing 

for regime change.10 The perceived overstepping by NATO was confirmation to 

many, including Russia and China, that the West would use intervention in the name 

of R2P to achieve its own political agenda. As described by Le Yuchang, the Chinese 

Assistant Foreign Minister, “Libya…has gone too far from the original intention of 

R2P…We should not forget the lessons we learned from Libya…It has been vividly 

described as ‘a successful surgery with a dead patient’ and it is patent that this kind 

of ‘protection’ is a failed and irresponsible one applying ‘protect’ as the cover of the 

brutal ‘intervention.’”11 

Nevertheless, it is important to not overstate the effect this had on bringing 

about the current positions of Russia and China in the Syrian context. To attribute 

their positions solely to blowback from Libya would be to ignore other important 

causal factors that have been important determinants of their political opposition to 

the proposed Syrian resolutions.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
chosen instead to focus exclusively on defeating ISIL. This is a divergence from the 
U.K. and France, which have continued to call for Assad’s removal.  
8 Samuel Charap, “Russia, Syria and the Doctrine of Intervention,” Survival, Vol. 55:1 
(01 Mar., 2013), 35-41. 
9 S/RES/1973 (2011).  
10 Stuenkel, 17. 
11 Tiewa Liu and Haibin Zhang, “Debates in China about the Responsibility to Protect 
as a Developing International Norm: A general assessment,” Conflict, Security & 
Development, 14:4 (2014), 418-419.  
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Russia’s Geopolitical Interests 

Russia in particular has significant geopolitical interests in Syria that have 

impacted its Security Council voting. While frequently pointing to the events in 

Libya as well as the U.S. invasion of Iraq to justify its use of the veto in Syria, Russia 

has arguably been using these events as a scapegoat to mask its own economic, 

military, and political interests. Evidence for this is perhaps most clearly 

demonstrated in Russia’s two most recent vetoes, occurring on 16 and 17 November 

2017, in which it blocked an extension of the Joint Investigative Mechanism (JIM), 

which is a monitoring panel established to investigate violations of the treaty 

banning the use of chemical weapons. Though initially supporting the establishment 

of the Mechanism, Russia has been a fierce critic of the JIM since its report of 27 

October 2017, in which the Syrian military was found responsible for the use of 

Sarin gas on civilians in Khan Sheikhoun. Despite evidence of the complicity of 

Syrian authorities in the attacks, Russia has insisted the reporting is fraudulent, in 

what may be described as a thinly veiled attempt to protect its own interests in 

Syria.  

Among these interests is Russia’s lucrative business in exporting arms, which 

accounted for nearly 21 percent of all global arms sales in 2016, second only to the 

U.S.12 While Syria is not among Russia’s largest buyers, accounting for only 1.4 

percent of its total exports between the years 2000-2016, it has served as an 

important showground in which to test and display its weapons to other potential 

buyers.13 This is of growing importance to Russia, given that two of its largest 

buyers, India and China, are turning increasingly to their own domestic production 

of weapons, which may signal a decline in future sales.14  

In terms of its military interests, Russia has use of a naval facility in Tartus, 

Syria. While some have argued that the base is of primarily symbolic value, 

President Putin has recently ratified plans to expand the facility into a permanent 

                                                        
12 Richard Connolly and Cecilie Sendstad. “Russia’s Role as an Arms Exporter: The 
Strategic and Economic Importance of Arms Exports for Russia,” Russia and Eurasia 
Programme, (March, 2017), 6. 
13 Connolly and Sendstad, 17.  
14 Ibid. 
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base, providing Russia with its only access to the Mediterranean.15 There is also 

evidence that Russia continues to trade intelligence with the Assad regime, and it 

maintains a large electronic eavesdropping post in Latakia, Syria.16 

Russia’s political interests also play a significant role influencing its desire to 

protect the Assad regime. First, the sectarian nature of the violence is of concern to 

Russia given its own history of tension with the Sunnis and concerns related to 

terrorist activity. Were Assad to be unseated, he would likely be replaced by a 

Sunni-led regime, potentially stripping Russia of a key Middle East ally.17 The second 

reason relates to President Putin’s own political security. Should foreign 

intervention become normalized in which governments are unseated due to their 

perceived lack of legitimacy, the Putin regime has cause for concern that it could 

eventually be the target of such an intervention. Some analysts have suggested that 

Russia’s protection of President Assad has little to nothing to do with Syria 

specifically, based rather on this so-called “leadership anxiety,” in which the Putin 

regime seeks to protect itself from any future attempts of foreign interference.18 

 

China’s Delicate Balance 

Like Russia, China has been an open critic of the NATO operation in Libya 

and is firmly opposed to foreign involvement in regime change. China’s position on 

Syria, however, has been more nuanced than Russia’s. Though its foreign policy 

approach of non-intervention and non-use of military force stands largely in 

opposition to R2P’s third pillar, China has nevertheless made uncharacteristic 

diplomatic contributions to Syria, appointing a special envoy to the crisis and 

offering to host high-level delegations on Syrian dialogue and negotiations. China 

has also contributed significantly to UN and African Union (AU) peacekeeping 

efforts more broadly, providing 8,000 police personnel and a commitment to train 

                                                        
15 Tass Russian News Agency, “Putin ratifies agreement on naval base in Syria’s 
Tartus” (Dec. 29, 2017) http://tass.com/defense/983682. 
16 Roy Allison, “Russia and Syria: Explaining alignment with a regime in crisis,” 
International Affairs, Vol. 89:4 (Jul., 2013), 802-803. 
17 Allison, 814.  
18 Charap. 

http://tass.com/defense/983682
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5,000 peacekeeping personnel from other countries over the next five years.19 In 

addition, it has contributed $100 million to the AU to create a standby force and $1 

billion to establish a UN-China peace and development fund.20 In this way, China 

appears to be attempting to shape intervention in line with its foreign policy 

approach of non-intervention, rather than to obstruct efforts. 

 Nevertheless, China has vetoed all Security Council resolutions invoking the 

third pillar of R2P, even non-military coercive measures, such as sanctions. This 

voting pattern can largely be attributed to China’s relationship with Russia in the 

Security Council. Though short of a formal alliance, Russia and China have found 

mutual benefit from supporting one another, as they often have the most in common 

politically and ideologically. This includes their mutual interest to shift away from 

the U.S.-led unipolar system, in which they view their partnership with one another 

as an important balance to U.S. hegemony. In addition, China has historically tended 

to take more of a low-profile approach to international affairs, preferring to let 

Russia take the lead and instead focus on matters related to its economic 

objectives.21 In this way, China has benefitted from Russia’s vocal opposition to the 

West, which has spared it from being seen as a lone dissenter and has allowed China 

to maintain a delicate balance in its foreign affairs approach. While China is 

generally opposed to the notion of foreign interference in domestic issues, it is 

nevertheless concerned with cultivating a reputation as a responsible power. In 

addition, China’s growing involvement in the global economy has led to a 

recognition that increased involvement in foreign affairs may be necessary to 

protect its own economic interests.22 

From Russia’s perspective, it has benefitted from its partnership with China 

given China’s steady rise in power, which Russia views as an opportunity to bolster 
                                                        
19 Sarah Teitt, “China and the Responsibility to Protect,” University of Queensland, 
AP R2P Brief, Vol. 6, No. 2 (2016), 9. 
20 Ibid.   
21 Peter Ferdinand, “The Positions of Russia and China at the UN Security Council in 
Light of Recent Crises,” European Parliament, Directorate-General for External 
Policies, Policy Department (2013), 12. 
22 Andrew Garwood-Gowers, “China and the ‘Responsibility to Protect’: Implications 
of the Libyan Intervention,” Asian Journal of International Law, 2 (2012), 375–393.  
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its position, not only in the Security Council, but also in the region.23 While Russia 

and China have to this point voted in relative consistency on issues related to R2P, it 

is important to monitor whether and when this relationship may diverge due to 

conflicting political interests. Though ideologically they express similar 

perspectives, all evidence thus far points to the primacy of national political 

interests in determining voting patterns. It may be, therefore, only a matter of time 

before the political interests of Russia and China diverge sharply enough to cause a 

split in their voting.  

 

Future Implications 

Barring any major political shifts in the Security Council or the Syrian 

conflict, the current impasse is not likely to be resolved in any meaningful way. 

However, looking forward, we must ask ourselves what lessons can be learned from 

this case. Is Syria an indication of R2P’s failure? Or, as suggested by Adams, is it 

rather a failure “of the imperfect political actors and institutions charged with its 

implementation?”24  And if so, are there any feasible solutions to promote more 

successful implementation in the future? Like so many facets of peacekeeping and 

peacebuilding, R2P is an inherently political process, bringing into play the often-

divergent perspectives of the Security Council members. In the case of Syria, the 

West has taken every opportunity to cast the weight of responsibility on Russia as 

the primary spoiler. And indeed, the way in which Russia has provided impunity for 

Syrian authorities found complicit in chemical weapons attacks is particularly 

troubling. Nevertheless, we must ask ourselves what would happen if the tables 

were turned? What would we expect from the U.S. or China if it had to choose 

between saving foreign civilians and protecting its own domestic and international 

interests? The unfortunate truth is that when humanitarian issues come head to 

head with political interests, they often lose.  

                                                        
23 Ferdinand, 16.  
24 Simon Adams. “Failure to Protect: Syria and the UN Security Council,” Global 
Center for the Responsibility to Protect, Occasional Paper Series, No. 5 (Mar. 2015), 
3 
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The fact that the authorization of R2P’s third pillar rests exclusively with the 

Security Council makes it particularly tenuous to implement. There have been some 

suggestions, including by France, to push for a code of conduct within the Security 

Council, in which the P5 members attempt to refrain from using their veto power on 

matters related to mass atrocities.25 While this is perhaps unlikely politically, the 

continued push for Security Council reform may nevertheless prove valuable for the 

effective implementation of R2P. In addition, the General Assembly is working to 

facilitate action in the face of Security Council deadlock by establishing, among other 

things, an International, Impartial, and Independent Mechanism (IIIM) in Syria to 

investigate and prosecute perpetrators of mass atrocities.26 While the General 

Assembly is unable to authorize military intervention, they may still be able to 

establish other mechanisms that place political pressure on countries to protect 

their populations from mass atrocities. The effectiveness of such measures is an 

important area of further study.  

Given the relatively short existence of R2P, there is still much to be observed 

and learned regarding its implementation. Unfortunately, the prevalence of violence 

across the globe continues to provide cases in which to test R2P, as even now the 

Security Council debates whether and how to intervene amidst ethnic cleansing of 

the Rohingya in Myanmar. It remains to be seen whether subsequent crises will 

simply replay the divergent political interests of the P5, or whether Member States 

will be able to live up to their commitment to protect civilians from mass atrocities. 

 

 

                                                        
25 Laurent Fabius, France’s Minister of Foreign Affairs wrote an op-ed for the New 
York Times on this position in 2013. http://nyti.ms/2Cd19Mu.  
26 A/71/L.48 (19 December 2016). 

http://nyti.ms/2Cd19Mu
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Annex A: Vetoed Security Council Resolutions Related to Syria 

Date Draft Agenda Item Against Abstentions 
17 Nov. 
2017 

S/2017/970  Renew mandate of JIM for 
30 Days 

Russia, 
Bolivia 

China 

16 Nov. 
2017 

S/2017/962  Condemns use of 
chemical weapons by 
Syrian Army 

 Taking note of JIM 
findings 

 Renew mandate of JIM for 
12 months 

Russia, 
Bolivia 

China, 
Egypt 

24 Oct. 
2017 

S/2017/884  Renew mandate of JIM for 
period of 1 year 

Russia, 
Bolivia 

China, 
Kazakhstan 

12 April 
2017 

S/2017/315  Condemns use of 
chemical weapons 

 Access to the OPCW FFM 
and JIM to all relevant 
information to investigate 
attacks 

Russia,  
Bolivia 

China, 
Ethiopia, 
Kazakhstan 

28 Feb. 
2017 

S/2017/172  Acknowledges findings of 
JIM report; use of 
chemical weapons by the 
Syrian Armed Forces and 
ISIL 

 Calls for Tribunal to 
prosecute guilty parties 

 Sanctions against 
identified individuals  

Russia, 
China, 
Bolivia 

Egypt, 
Ethiopia, 
Kazakhstan 

5 Dec. 
2016 

S/2016/102
6 

 Ceasefire (excluding 
attacks against ISIL);  
 Unhindered humanitarian 

access 

Russia, 
China 
Venezuela 

Angola 

8 Oct. 
2016 

S/2016/846  Demands end to aerial 
bombardments of and 
military flights over 
Aleppo 

 Unimpeded humanitarian 
access, including by 
observing cessation of 
hostilities (res. 2268 
(2016)) 

Russia, 
Venezuela 

China, 
Angola 
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22 May 
2014 

S/2015/508  Refers situation in Syria 
to the ICC 

Russia, 
China 

None 

19 July 
2012 

S/2012/538  Renewal of UNSMIS 
under Chapter VII 

 Condemns violations of 
human rights by Syrian 
authorities 

 All parties commit to 
cessation of hostilities 
and implementation of 
six-point plan 

Russia, 
China 

Pakistan, 
South 
Africa 

4 Feb. 
2012 

S/2012/77  Condemns violence 
against civilians carried 
out by Syrian authorities 

 Supports League of Arab 
States’ decision to 
facilitate Syrian-led 
political transition 

 Calls upon Syrian 
authorities to allow safe 
and unhindered access 
for humanitarian 
assistance 

Russia, 
China 

None 

4 Oct. 
2011 

S/2011/612  Condemns use of force by 
Syrian authorities against 
civilians 

 Allow unhindered 
humanitarian access 

 Inclusive Syrian-led 
political process 

 Calls on states to exercise 
restraint in sale of arms 
to Syria 

 Considers options under 
Article 41 of the Charter 
(Sanctions) 

Russia, 
China 

Brazil, 
India, 
Lebanon, 
South 
Africa 
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Annex B: Passed Security Council Resolutions Related to Syria 

Date Draft Agenda Item Abstentions 
19 Dec. 
2017 

S/RES/2393  Provision of cross-border 
humanitarian assistance 

 Calls for implementation of Syrian-
led political transition 

Bolivia, 
China, 
Russia 

31 Dec. 
2016 

S/RES/2336  Russia/Turkey facilitated ceasefire in 
Syria 

None 

21 Dec. 
2016 

S/RES/2332  Renews authorization of relief 
delivery across conflict lines 

 Reiterates call for Syrian-led and 
Syrian-owned political transition; 
stresses the Syrian people will decide 
the future of Syria 

None 

19 Dec. 
2016 

S/RES 2328  Unhindered access for the 
monitoring of evacuations from 
Aleppo’s eastern districts 

 Unhindered access for provision of 
humanitarian assistance 

None 

17 Nov. 
2016 

S/RES/ 
2319 

 Extends mandate of JIM for 1 year None 

31 Oct. 
2016 

S/RES/2314  Extends mandate of JIM for 18 days None 

26 Feb. 
2016 

S/RES/2268  U.S. and Russia-facilitated cessation 
of hostilities (as co-chairs of the 
International Syria Support Group 
(ISSG)) 

None 

22 Dec. 
2015 

S/RES/2258  Renews (for 12 months) 2014 
decision to allow passage of aid into 
the country  

None 

18 Dec. 
2015 

S/RES/2254  Sets roadmap for peace process; UN-
facilitated talks between government 
and opposition members 

 Outline of nationwide ceasefire 

None 

7 Aug. 
2015 

S/RES/2235  Condemns the use of chemical 
weapons (allegedly used since the 
adoption of S/RES/2209 (March, 
2015)) 

 Establishes OPCW JIM to investigate 

None 

6 March 
2015 

S/RES/2209  Condemns use of chorine gas as 
weapon 

 Threatens to take Chapter VII actions 
if non-compliance with resolution 

Venezuela  
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2118 (2013), which endorsed the 
destruction of Syria’s chemical 
weapons program 

17 Dec. 
2014 

S/RES/2191  Renews authorization for 
humanitarian access across border 

None 

14 July 
2014 

S/RES/2165  Directs humanitarian relief across 
additional border crossings 

 Establishes monitoring mechanism 
to monitor loading of humanitarian 
relief consignments to ensure 
humanitarian nature 

None 

22 Feb. 
2014 

S/RES/2139  Demands all parties allow delivery of 
humanitarian assistance 

 Intent to take further steps in case of 
non-compliance 

None 

27 Sep. 
2013 

S/RES/2118  Endorses destruction of Syria’s 
chemical weapons program 

 In event of non-compliance imposes 
Chapter VII measures 

None 

20 July 
2012 

S/RES/2059  Renews mandate of Syria Observer 
Mission for 30 Days 

None 

21 April 
2012 

S/RES/2043  Establishes UNSMIS Observer 
Mission for period of 90 days (300 
unarmed military observers) 

None 

14 April 
2012 

S/RES/2042  Authorizes advance team to monitor 
ceasefire (up to 30 unarmed military 
observers) 

 Urges implementation of Envoy’s Six-
Point Proposal 

None 

 

 


