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Introduction to the General Assembly 
 
In 1945, representatives of 51 nations came together to organize a post-WWII 
international system of diplomatic relations to better resolve international conflicts 
peacefully. After the failures of seen by the League of Nations, the world realized that an 
international body was needed to meet such escalating global challenges.  With the 
signing of the Charter of the United Nations came an international regime to order 
diplomatic relations and synchronize the norms and goals of members of the newly 
created United Nations.1 Today, the United Nations is comprised of 193 Member States, 
each of which is equally represented in the General Assembly.  The most recent member 
states to join the United Nations and its Charter include Montenegro (formerly part of 
Yugoslavia) in 2006 and South Sudan in 2011. Entities that do not meet the designated 
requirements to be internationally defined as a “States” are frequently permitted 
“Observer” status within the United Nations structure.  Observers have the ability to 
attend United Nations meetings and are even allowed the ability to speak before the 
Assembly, but they are not granted permission to vote on resolutions.  Supplementary to 
Observers and Member States, Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have also 
become an integral and vitally needed source for work at the UN and its overall efficiency 
worldwide. 

 

“The Charter of the United Nations expresses the noblest aspirations of man: abjuration of 

force in the settlement of disputes between states; the assurance of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language or religion; the 

safeguarding of international peace and security.” (Haile Selassie, Former Emperor of Ethiopia) 
 

UNGA Functions and Capacity 
 
The United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) is one of the six primary organs of the 
United Nations. It holds a range of functions and powers, including appointing Security 
Council members, overseeing the budget, and the power to create specialized 
commissions and bodies. At its headquarters in New York, New York, diplomats from 
Member States meet throughout the year to direct the future work of the organization 
and review progress on past initiatives. A wealth of information regarding the history of 
the organization, its functions and powers, as well as critiques of the organization can be 
easily found in online UN resources.  
 

                                                        
1 http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/  
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The General Assembly converges to discuss a myriad of international issues, such as 
poverty and climate change, and requires a simple majority vote to pass a resolution. 
However, it should be noted that all resolutions passed in the UNGA are non-binding on 
Member States; only the UN Security Council has the power to pass binding resolutions. It 
should be noted that under Article 12 of the Charter discretion of the UNGA is to be given 
to the Security Council (SC) concerning issues of international peace and security. 
Working within the knowledge that the UNGA is only permitted by its structure 
secondary responsibility for issues dealing with international peace and security, it is still 
highly influential in exercising control over other UN organs. According to Article 15 of 
the Charter, all other organs are required to report about their activities to the GA.2 
Nevertheless, the UNGA has passed countless resolutions over the past sixty years, 
ranging from the Convention on the Rights of a Child to the UN Convention against Torture, 
which have frequently guided and influenced the policies and norms of Member States.3  
 
The core foundation of the UNGA resides on the principle of ‘one state, one vote’ and 
continues to built upon a core mission of “sovereign equality” that must be present and 
respected amongst all Member States in the UN body.  While sovereignty of member 
states is vital, Article 22 of the UN Charter gives the UNGA authority to “establish such 
subsidiary organs as it deems necessary for the performance of its functions.”4 Under this 
Article, over 500 instances of its principle have been invoked in order to designate and 
invoke specialized committees or subsidiary bodies.  Subsidiary bodies such as the 
Human Rights Council have more recently been established under this Article. 
 
Critiques 
 
At the United Nations 2005 World Summit, the UNGA attempted to take on one of its most 
impending challenges yet.  The UNGA, in efforts to build from its mandate to prevent the 
scourges of war and atrocity, pushed forward an agenda to hold member states with a 
Responsibility to Protect.5  This measure was met with strict opposition and international 
backlash, though at its core it was set to prevent genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing 
and crimes against humanity. Indeed, the UNGA is crucially aware of its gaps and has, in 
recent times, attempted to discuss reform and institutional improvements as a core topic 
for discussion and international debate.  Speaking at the 2014 General Assembly’s 69th 
Plenary Secretary General Ban Ki Moon optimistically noted, "I still have hope.  I draw it 
from the Charter, our enduring guide in times of dramatic challenge and change.”6 

 
 

I: Achieving the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
 
Introduction 
 

                                                        
2 http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-iv/  
3 https://treaties.un.org/pages/CTCTreaties.aspx?id=4&subid=A&clang=_en  
4 http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-iv/  
5 http://www.un.org/en/preventgenocide/adviser/responsibility.shtml  
6 http://www.un.org/press/en/2014/ga11560.doc.htm  
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The General Assembly, being the only organ of the United Nations where each country 
has equal representation, is often viewed as the most democratic of the UN bodies and 
agencies. Under this banner of egalitarianism have moved many ideas and goals over the 
last seventy years, pressed forward through earnest discussion and compromise by 
Member States. Accordingly, the UNGA has often utilized its unique status as a global and 
democratic forum to be both a “think-tank” and a change-maker. While the resolutions 
passed in the UNGA are quite diverse, in terms of technical areas and ambition, frequently 
the assembly is quite aspirational in its ideas and goals.  One of its most recent 
resolutions, A/RES/70/1, or Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, outlines one such ambitious project. This framework is also referred to as 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  
 
The Sustainable Development Goals are a broad set of 17 goals and 169 “targets” that the 
UNGA has determined to be crucial to “people, planet, and prosperity.”7 The UN aims to 
accomplish these goals within a 2016-2030 time frame. To fully understand the desired 
outcomes of the SDGs, one must first understand: the concept of sustainable 
development, the context of the SDGs framing, and the actors that will be involved in 
implementing the agenda. We will look at each of these in turn before reviewing the 
specific goals and hurdles for achievement.  
 
1. The UN has defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs.”8 Furthermore, literature on sustainable development often includes three pillars 
as crucial elements of the concept: society, the environment, and economics. 9 
Development must be inclusive and resilient, while efforts are made to protect the 
environment for current and future populations. Central to the SDGs is the goal of 
eradicating poverty by assisting those that are poorest first.  
 
“This Agenda is a plan of action for people, planet and prosperity. It also seeks to strengthen 

universal peace in larger freedom. We recognize that eradicating poverty in all its forms and 

dimensions, including extreme poverty, is the greatest global challenge and an indispensable 

requirement for sustainable development.”  (A/RES/70/1, Preamble) 

2. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is not the first broad agenda adopted by 
the UNGA to direct development efforts. Rather, it is the most recent in a line of 
development and environment frameworks dating back to the first, Agenda 21, adopted 
in 1992 in Rio. It is worth noting, however, that the SDGs come at the end of the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which were a set of 8 development goals to be 
achieved from 2000-2015. Yet the SDGs should not be understood as merely an extension 
of the MDGs timeframe and desired outcomes, but rather as an enhanced framework that 
seeks to fill the gaps in achievement of the MDGs, incorporates new goals, and more fully 
strives to achieve sustainability for future generations. Additionally, the SDGs are 

                                                        
7 http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E  
8 http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/  
9 Ibid.  
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designed to be applied to all countries, whereas the MDGs targeted developing countries 
specifically.  
 
Prior to the adoption of A/RES/70/1, the UNGA appointed a 30-member Open Working 
Group (OWG) to research and discuss with relevant stakeholders the most important 
issues to include in the framework. Meetings and discussions with a range of civil society 
organizations, governments, and other relevant parties were arranged for several years 
building up to the adoption and implementation of the SDGs. After several years of 
discussions and research, draft proposals were submitted to the UNGA for review and 
revision. The final proposal was reviewed and adopted at the 68th session of the UN in 
September 2015; A/RES/70/1 came into force on Jan 1, 2016.10 While it is not legally 
binding on Member States, all parties are expected “to take ownership and establish a 
national framework for achieving the 17 goals.”11 

 
To gain a better understanding of the specific goals themselves, A/RES/70/1 outlines the 
17 goals in paragraph 54 of the resolution. An infographic on the goals from the UN media 
center has been included in Fig. 1 below: 

 

 
(http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2016/09/media-briefing-on-21-sept-climate-event/) 

 
 
As one can see from Figure 1, the SDGs include more environmentally oriented goals than 
the MDGs. They have included issues such as climate change and sustainable cities, in 
addition to the poverty, health, and equality goals that characterized the MDGs. Within 

                                                        
10 http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/  
11 Ibid.  
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each goal are sets of targets, which can be viewed on the Sustainable Development 
Knowledge Platform, to better inform governments, NGOs, and civilians in implementing 
and measuring progress.  
 
Implementing the SDGs 
 
Many governments and international observers have questioned the feasibility and 
logistics of implementing and achieving the SDGs. Critics cite the past shortcomings in 
achieving the MDGs as an indicator of the difficulty ahead for the SDGs.12 Nevertheless, 
the UNGA has held several meetings, specifically the Third International Conference on 
Financing for Development, to discuss implementation and funding for the framework. 
The outcome report of this conference addresses the hurdles that both developed and 
developing countries face in achieving the goals. It details the importance of the goals, 
financing constraints, the importance of partnerships, and the methods of adjusting 
national public policies to align with the SDGs’ outcomes. Thus, while the goals are 
aspirational and will be a significant challenge for many countries, the UNGA has made 
strident efforts to guide countries on implementation; inform the greater public of the 
framework through public outreach campaigns such as Global Goals; and finally 
encourage investment and partnerships from governments and businesses alike.  
 
Questions to Consider:  

1. How are the goals different from the MDGs? To what extent do the SDGs align with 
the norms and aspirations of your country? 

2. How successful was your country in the implementation of the MDGs? How could 
it change its strategy for the SDGs?  

3. How will your country incorporate the SDGs into domestic public policy? 
4. What challenges does your country face in implementation? 
5. Does your country have the resources to assist other countries in implementation? 

 
 
 

II. Drug Trafficking and International Terrorism: Breaking the Links 
 
Introduction 
 
The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) defines drug trafficking as a 
‘global illicit trade involving the cultivation, manufacture, distribution and sale of 
substances which are subject to drug prohibition laws13.’ This phenomena has been 
present over the years, however, it has always been linked to organized crime. May it be 
heroin or cocaine; both have a wide market all over the world. While South America 
dominates the market of cocaine with 59% in 2008, 90% of world’s heroin originates 
from Afghanistan14. The production and trafficking of drugs is an on-going problem, and 

                                                        
12 https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/news/2014/08/18/95805/what-
the-millennium-development-goals-have-accomplished/  
13 https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/ 
14 https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/ 
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the United Nations along with its member nations are making continuous efforts to 
counter it. 
 
 

 
       (International Flow of Heroin; UNODC 201015) 
 

 
From Organized Crime to International Terrorism 
 
Terrorism, as a concept, has various sources of definition but the common aspect is that it 
is an evolving definition. The definition has been developed based on various instances 
and the current definition of international terrorism as defined by the United States’ 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) involves any violent activity which poses threat to 
life and breaks the federal or state law outside the United States and intimidates or 
coerces people or governments using dangerous and violent methods16. 
 
Drug trafficking became intertwined with international terrorism when groups like 
Hezbollah or Taliban started entering the business to use it as a source of income.17 The 
status of drug trafficking rose from an organized crime network to an international 
terrorist network and has gone on to finance the terrorist groups. A prime example is the 
rise of Taliban due to poppy cultivation in Afghanistan. 
 
Case Study: Taliban and Drug Trafficking 
 

                                                        
15 https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/ 
16 https://www.fbi.gov/investigate/terrorism 
17 Hernandez, J., 2013. Terrorism, Drug Trafficking and Globalization of Supply. Perspectives on 
Terrorism, 7(4), pp. 42-61. 
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The Taliban was initially formed in Quetta, Pakistan in 1994. However, the Taliban then 
moved to Afghanistan after the withdrawal of Soviet troops in 1989.18 Primarily 
comprised of ethnic Pashtuns, the Taliban aimed to establish a fully fundamentalist 
Islamic government in Afghanistan, governed by Sharia law. The US government has been 
fighting the Taliban since 200119; however the Taliban stayed strong for quite some time 
until the administration of President Obama decided to leave only 10,000 troops on the 
ground in Afghanistan by 2017. During that period the Taliban used the poppy cultivation 
as their primary source of income by converting it to opium and selling it onwards to 
international drug markets, mainly in Russia, Eastern Europe and South Asia.20 
 
When the Taliban entered Afghanistan, they had the opportunity to seize political control 
due to an absence of a stable power structure. They entered as warlords and then 
developed political and economic gains as their main agenda. Eventually the production 
of opium formed the basis of their economic infrastructure and assisted them in 
developing alternate revenue streams. As a result, they created an organized 
international network which was beyond their political or economic planning and the 
ideological chain of thought they came from21. 
 
The over dependence of the Taliban regime on opium became evident when there was a 
fatwa (ban) issued against opium cultivation in 2000-2001.22 It had acted as a source of 
income for various families and eventually the economic infrastructure of the regime 
collapsed.23 
 
Other Actors 
 
The Taliban is only one of several cases where drug trafficking has become the backbone 
of anti and non-state actors. With the advantage of naturally grown poppy in the region, it 
became easier for Taliban to control the opium market starting from raw material to the 
finished product. Another group that has benefited from illicit drug trade is Hezbollah, a 
terrorist group from Lebanon.24 The group is highly influential in the politics of Lebanon 
and has carried out terrorist activities all the way from India to Argentina. It has had been 
at constant struggle against Israel and relies partially on drug trafficking for its funding. 
Finally, while discussing terror groups, the Islamic State cannot be ignored. Formed 
under the self-proclaimed caliphate of Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi, this extreme Sunni terrorist 

                                                        
18 http://www.newsweek.com/2013/06/12/talibans-new-role-afghanistans-drug-mafia-
237524.html 
19 http://www.cfr.org/afghanistan/us-war-afghanistan/p20018 
20 http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2014/10/21/afghanistan-opiumrecord.html 
21 Ibid.  
22 Jelsma, M., 2005. Learning Lessons from the Taliban Opium Ban. International Journal of Drug 
Policy, 16(2), pp. 98-103. 

23 Trace, M., 2005. The Taliban and Opium Cultivation in Afghanistan. International Journal of 
Drug Policy, 16(2), pp. 79-80. 

24 Hernandez, J., 2013. Terrorism, Drug Trafficking and Globalization of Supply. Perspectives on 
Terrorism, 7(4), pp. 42-61. 
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organisation generates up to a billion dollars annually via Afghan heroin trade.25 
Moreover, the Russian Federal Drug Control Service has claimed that once ISIS gains full 
control over the drug market in Eastern Europe26, it can generate around 50 billion 
dollars annually, something which no terror group has ever done before. Therefore it is 
well established that the role of drug trafficking runs deep in the sphere of international 
terrorism. 
 
Breaking the Links 
 
Simply put, terrorism, like any other activity, requires money. Illicit drugs are one of the 
most profitable resources with the largest underground economy in the world.27 The link 
between terrorism and drug trade is inseparable in many regions, thereby requiring 
action by UN Member States. Governments and intergovernmental organizations have 
focused on the supply of weapons and financial aid from other religious institutions and 
rogue nations to the terror groups, but the drug market has not been handled in the same 
way. Having said that, it is not from a lack of effort that international drug trade networks 
have not been broken, but rather the deep reach of the market that has made it difficult to 
control. 
 
The role of individual governments is vital in countering drug trade within their 
territories. Yet assistance from international bodies like the United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime has made it easier by providing significant information on the 
international drug market. Every year, the UNODC publishes the World Drug Report, 
which overviews changes in drug flows and drug policies taken by Member States.  
 
To counter terrorism the UNODC will have to focus on dismantling its economic 
infrastructure. In the case of international terrorism, it is drug trafficking. Solving one 
issue will simply the process of eradicating the other, however it is easier said than 
done28. To break the link, efforts must be made to shrink the drug network and hinder it 
from fuelling the activities of terrorist organizations.29  
 
Questions to Consider:  

1. What is the economic condition of the country from where the terror groups 

originate? 

2. Is there a link between the common man, the terror groups and drug trafficking? 

3. Should there be a regulated framework set-up for drug trafficking as a means to 

negate the black market? 

                                                        
25 https://www.rt.com/news/238369-isis-drug-money-trafficking/ 
26 http://journal-neo.org/2016/03/09/isis-takes-over-drug-trafficking-in-europe/ 
27 http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/12/09/terrorism-drug-trafficking-and-
isis-when-wicked-  worlds-collide.html 
28 http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/12/09/terrorism-drug-trafficking-and-
isis-when-wicked-  worlds-collide.html 
29 http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/14/world/europe/italy-morocco-isis-drug-
trade.html?_r=0 
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4. In countries like Afghanistan, where the production is so high, should powers like 

USA completely trust the local government with drug counter-mechanism? 

 
 
 


