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SPOTLIGHT ON R2P 
Third Annual China-Australia Dialogue on 

the Responsibility to Protect 
The Role of Peacekeeping in Atrocities Prevention

On 3 November 2016, the China 
Institute for International Studies 
(CIIS) and the Asia Pacific Cen-
tre for the Responsibility to Pro-
tect (APR2P) co-hosted the third 
annual China-Australia Dialogue 
on the Responsibility to Protect at 
CIIS in Beijing, China. The United 
Nations Secretary-General’s Spe-
cial Advisor on the Responsibility 
to Protect, Mr. Ivan Simonovic, de-
livered the keynote address to the 
dialogue, which was attended by 
experts and diplomats from Aus-
tralia and China. The theme of the 
2016 dialogue focused on the role of 
peacekeeping in atrocity prevention. 

Dr. Ruan Zongze, Executive 
Vice-President of CIIS and author 
of China’s ‘Responsible Protection’ 
concept, offered welcome remarks 
on behalf of CIIS. Dr. Ruan noted 
that China has been an active par-
ticipant in debates on R2P, and has 
carefully considered the merits and 
potential risks of the principle. Dr. 
Ruan stressed that there is consen-
sus that ‘responsibility is good, and 
protection is absolutely good’, but 
there is need for further consider-
ation of what responsible action en-
tails before, during and after action 
is taken to protect populations from 
atrocity crimes. Emphasising that the 
China-Australia dialogue on R2P is 

an important initiative for exchang-
ing ideas on how to prudently im-
plement R2P, Dr. Ruan encouraged 
dialogue participants to endeav-
our to deepen understanding of 
what is required to improve nation 
and society building in states that 
have experienced or are at risk of 
atrocity crimes.  Dr. Noel Morada, 
APR2P’s Director of Regional Di-
plomacy, offered welcome remarks 
on behalf of APR2P, stressing that 
the CIIS-APR2P dialogue is an in-
valuable opportunity to deepen 
common understandings and ad-
vance policy recommendations in 
areas of mutual concern to Chi-
nese and Australian stakeholders.
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Keynote Address
In his keynote address, Mr. Si-
monovic highlighted that R2P has 
become part of the world’s ‘diplomat-
ic language’, and ‘over the past few 
years consensus has grown over the 
need for states and regional and in-
ternational organizations to work in 
partnership to build resilience to the 
commission of atrocity crimes’. De-
spite Member States’ enduring com-
mitment to prevent atrocity crimes, 
Mr. Simonovic acknowledged that 
gaps remain in effectively mobiliz-
ing the international community for 
preventive or early action, as high-
lighted in the recent reviews on UN 
Peace Operations, Peacebuilding 
Architecture and Women, Peace 
and Security. Mr. Simonovic not-
ed that presently there is no clear-
ly articulated global strategy for 
prevention, and advocated for the 
development of an atrocity preven-
tion agenda which has both long-
term and short–term dimensions. 

In the long term, atrocity prevention 
could be advanced through encour-
aging States to assess their own 
needs with respect to the root caus-
es of atrocity crimes, and to develop 
and implement relevant domestic re-
silience measures. Member States 
should be encouraged to share 
knowledge with potential providers 
of assistance, with the aim of target-
ing international support to the hu-
man and material resources needed 
to reduce the risk of atrocities. In dis-
cussions following his address, Mr. 
Simonovic noted that one avenue for 
sharing information could be through 
the Human Rights Council’s Univer-
sal Periodic Review, which could 
include reporting on measures that 
are considered atrocity risk factors. 
Alternatively, states could voluntarily 
conduct self-assessments of atrocity 
risk factors then volunteer to engage 
in peer discussion of their self-as-
sessment. Such exercises would 
encourage States to engage in open 
discussion about the protection gaps 
that they have identified, and facili-
tate discussions among potential do-
nors on appropriate forms of assis-
tance which could contribute toward 

addressing risks. Mr. Simonovic not-
ed that these recommendations are 
mindful that the best method of pre-
vention is through a cooperative ap-
proach, in which Member States take 
ownership of atrocity prevention and 
engage the early assistance of con-
cerned parties in order to strengthen 
their capacity to resist risk factors.

In the short term, in situations where 
there are imminent risks, prevention 
requires anticipating and respond-
ing to potential ‘triggers’ of atrocity 
crimes, and linking early warning with 
response mechanisms. Mr. Simo-
nonic stressed that response under 
Pillar 3 of R2P is ‘certainly not only 
about the use of force’, but relies on 
a ‘combination of tools’ which may 
include providing targeted support 
by deploying monitoring forces and 
‘coordinating messages by influen-
tial leaders in a strategic way’. Con-
cluding his remarks, Mr. Simonovic 
highlighted the links between R2P 
and other thematic policy agendas, 
including the Protection of Civilians in 
Armed Conflict (POC), implementing 
Security Council Resolution 1325, 
addressing forced displacement, 
ensuring compliance with the Arms 
Trade Treaty and implementing the 
2030 agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment and the UN Secretary-Gen-
eral’s Rights Up Front Action Plan. 
A central aspect of each of these 
policy agendas is preventing societ-
ies from sliding into mass atrocities.

During the discussion following Mr. 
Simonovic’s keynote address, a 
number of participants raised con-
cerns over the aftermath of the inter-
vention in Libya and ongoing crisis in 
Syria, and the implications these sit-
uations have on the global consen-
sus on R2P.  Responding to these 
concerns, Mr. Simonovic noted that 
there should be honest and frank di-
alogue on how the Libya intervention 
was a ‘setback’ for R2P, while also 
underscoring that the internation-
al community should not shy away 
from the agreement that coercive 
measures may be a necessary last 
resort when other options will not 
work.  Mr. Simonovic acknowledged 
the merit of making coercive mea-

sures under R2P ‘more precise’, 
and voiced his viewpoint that force 
should be mandated in exceptional 
situations, temporally limited, and 
directly linked to the aim of strength-
ening the protective capacity of the 
Member State. Even when coercive 
action is taken under Pillar 3, the 
aim is to get back to a situation as 
soon as possible where the State is 
taking responsibility for protecting its 
own population. There must also be 
measures for ensuring transparency 
and monitoring mechanisms to pre-
vent any use of force that is not fully 
in line with the UNSC authorization. 

However, just as states should be 
open to discussing controversies 
arising from the Libya intervention, 
Mr. Simonovic highlighted a need for 
open dialogue about the failure of 
the international community to find a 
way to overcome divisions that pre-
vented early and decisive respons-
es to the crisis in Syria. In response 
to a number of the dialogue partici-
pants who expressed concerns over 
UNSC deadlock, Mr. Simonovic not-
ed that the UNSC has made refer-
ence to R2P in over 40 resolutions 
since the Libyan crisis, and UNSC 
members have demonstrated that 
they are acutely aware of moral and 
political pressure to resolve difficul-
ties and to act responsibly under the 
obligations of the UN Charter. Mr. 
Simonovic noted that China enact-
ed this responsibility when in July 
2014 it did not oppose the ‘abso-
lutely necessary’ Security Council 
Resolution 2165 which enabled hu-
manitarian relief efforts without the 
consent of the Syrian government. 
Recognising that agreeing to allow 
such measures are tough decisions, 
Mr. Simonovic commended China 
for demonstrating that it upheld the 
moral responsibility to assist civilians 
in besieged cities in Syria. Reflecting 
on the concerns raised by dialogue 
participants regarding action in Libya 
and inaction in Syria, Mr. Simonovic 
noted two key priorities for advancing 
R2P: to work to strengthen preven-
tion, and to endeavour to constrain 
coercive measures in accordance 
with UN Security Council mandates.
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Session 1: UNSG 2016 Re-
port
Following Mr. Simonovic’s key-
note address, the first session of 
the dialogue focused on the 2016 
Secretary-General’s report on R2P 
‘Mobilizing Collective Action: the 
Next Decade of the Responsibility 
to Protect’. The session began with 
presentations by Mr. Patrick Law-
less, Assistant Secretary of the In-
ternational Organisations Branch of 
the Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Australia’s National Focal Point 
on R2P; and Mr. Yang Yi, Secre-
tary-General of CIIS. Mr. Lawless 
began his remarks by acknowledg-
ing China has already made a contri-
bution to implementing R2P through 
its many years of economic growth, 
because the possibility of atrocities 
is significantly reduced in societies 
where the economy is growing and 
the benefits are enjoyed by more 
and more people. Mr. Lawless in-
dicated that Australia also takes its 
Pillar 1 and Pillar 2 responsibilities 
‘very seriously’, and has recently ini-
tiated a policy for diplomats who are 
posted abroad to have pre-departure 
training on R2P and the UN Frame-
work of Analysis for Atrocity Crimes. 
Although there are sometimes dif-
ferences in opinion on how best to 
respond to Pillar 3 crisis situations, 
Mr. Lawless highlighted that there is 
‘strong consensus on the principle 
that populations should be protected 
from atrocity crimes’. Underscoring 
that Australia and China share a ‘ 
constructive relationship on R2P’ in 
the UN, Mr. Lawless noted that China 
and Australia are in agreement that 
the UN General Assembly should 
have a continuing role in monitoring 
and engaging on R2P. In this regard, 
Mr. Lawless voiced Australia’s sup-
port for continuing the practice of 
issuing an annual Secretary-Gen-
eral’s report on R2P which is dis-
cussed in the General Assembly, as 
this practice has raised the profile of 
R2P and contributed to better poli-
cy dialogue among Member States.

In his presentation, Mr. Yang Yi 
reflected that the ‘UN has made 
achievements and progress in con-

sensus building to protect popula-
tions from atrocity crimes’; however, 
there is now a need to ‘seek common 
ground’ on a ‘renewed commitment’ 
to prevention as the ‘most important’ 
aspect of protection. With regard to 
addressing the root causes of atroc-
ity crimes, Mr. Yang noted that more 
attention should be paid to econom-
ic development as integral to the 
full implementation of R2P. Devel-
opment is fundamental to both pre-
vention and post-atrocity reconstruc-
tion, and equitable development is 
an important aspect of sustaining 
peaceful societies. Regarding the 
agenda of the incoming UN Secre-
tary-General, Mr. Yang agreed with 
Mr. Lawless that priority should be 
given to addressing the root causes 
of atrocity crimes, and redoubling 
efforts to develop a more coordinat-
ed approach to conflict prevention.

Ms. Yao Kun, Associate Research 
Fellow at the China Institute of Con-
temporary International Relations 
(CICIR), served as a discussant in 
the first session. In her remarks, Ms. 
Yao highlighted that human rights 
protection has become central to the 
work of the UNSC over the past ten 
years, with the Council now working 
on strengthening protection through 
peacekeeping, conflict prevention 
and the rule of law. While this rep-
resents progress in the field of hu-
man protection, Ms. Yao noted that 
division remains in the UNSC on 
human rights protection in some 
situations, with continued appre-
hension over the potential for R2P 
to be misused. Concern over selec-
tive or self-interested application of 
R2P was echoed by Ms. He Dan, 
Assistant Research Fellow at CIIS, 
who also served as a discussant in 
this session. Ms. Yao made three 
recommendations which could help 
ease the concerns that both she 
and Ms. He voiced: place priority on 
prevention; orient policy toward long 
term solutions to prevent reoccur-
rence of atrocity crimes; and support 
dialogue and cooperation among 
parties to the conflict, acknowledg-
ing that resolving conflict ultimate-
ly relies on the parties themselves. 

Dr. Noel Morada, another discussant 
for the first session of the dialogue, 
reiterated other partipants’ call for 
greater investment in prevention 
and more systematic attention to the 
structural drivers of atrocity crimes. 
Dr. Morada noted that many states in 
Southeast Asia have benefited from 
holding national dialogue on atroc-
ity prevention to raise awareness 
of atrocity risk factors and to devel-
op consensus at the national level 
on strategies to address this risk. 
Cambodia has recently appointed 
a National Focal Point on R2P, and 
is building a domestic ‘Friends of 
R2P’ network which will work toward 
self-assessing risk in Cambodia, 
developing an early warning mech-
anism, and sharing Cambodia’s own 
experience in reconstruction in the 
aftermath of mass atrocities with 
other ASEAN states.  Dr. Morada 
noted that Southeast Asian experts 
have entered into dialogue on how 
practical measures at the nation-
al level could be complemented by 
initiatives to mainstream atrocity 
prevention in regional mechanisms 
and bodies, such as the ASEAN In-
stitute for Peace and Reconciliation 
(AIPR), the ASEAN Commission on 
the Promotion and the Protection of 
the Rights of Women and Children 
(ACWC), and the ASEAN Intergov-
ernmental Commission for Human 
Rights (AICHR). It was suggested 
that Chinese experts may benefit 
from engaging in national dialogue 
on measures China may take to 
implement R2P, and support oth-
er states and regional actors as 
part of its Pillar 2 responsibilities. 
Dr. Morada further noted that indi-
viduals from Africa and Southeast 
Asia have found value in engaging 
in South-South dialogue on atroci-
ty prevention, to share experience 
and information on conflict preven-
tion, early warning and analysis, and 
building domestic resilience with the 
assistance of international partners. 
Chinese participants in the dialogue 
voiced particular interest in engaging 
in this type of inter-regional dialogue, 
and encouraged CIIS and APR2P 
to explore this suggestion further.



Session 2: The Role of 
Peacekeeping in Atrocity 
Prevention
The remainder of the dialogue fo-
cussed on the role of peacekeep-
ing in atrocity prevention, which 
was the key thematic topic that 
CIIS and APR2P nominated to fo-
cus on in 2016. The session be-
gan with a presentation by Ms. 
Lina Alexandra, Research Fellow 
at the APR2P Centre, which noted 
with appreciation China’s growing 
support for UN peacekeeping as a 
demonstration of China’s respon-
sible power and contribution to in-
ternational peace and security.  Ms 
Alexandra emphasised that through 
participating in consent-based 
peacekeeping operations, China is 
supporting a valuable instrument for 
preventing atrocity crimes in both 
direct and indirect ways. To improve 
peacekeeping capacity to prevent 
atrocity crimes, Ms. Alexandra 
made four key recommendations:

1. Improve cooperation among 
peacekeeping training cen-
tres, with specific pre-deploy-
ment training modules for both 
troops and police peacekeep-
ers on: recognising the early 
warning for atrocity crimes, 
understanding how and why 
perpetrators attack civilians, 
and outlining the accountabil-
ity of peacekeepers under in-
ternational humanitarian law 
to ensure a high standard of 
conduct among peacekeepers.

2. Improve civilian capacity for ear-
ly warning and conflict analysis 
within peacekeeping contrib-
uting countries, and document 
lessons from the field regarding 
what efforts helped to de-esca-
late tensions or protect civilians.

3. Provide training opportuni-
ties to build peacekeeping 
capacity in other countries.

4. Clarify the future capability re-
quirements from the UN to en-
sure long-term endurance of 
peacekeeping commitments.

Ms. Alexandra’s remarks were fol-
lowed by a presentation by Captain 
Tian Shichen, Staff Officer in the Of-
fice for International Military Coop-

eration, Chinese Ministry of Nation-
al Defence. Mr. Tian acknowledged 
that peacekeeping operations 
have a role in preventing atrocity 
crimes, but cautioned that Member 
States cannot ask too much from 
peacekeeping actors. Captain Tian 
stressed that peacekeeping opera-
tions play a subsidiary or comple-
mentary role in providing protection, 
which is the primary responsibil-
ity of individual states. In this con-
text, it may not be appropriate to 
expect peacekeeping operations 
to prevent atrocities amidst heavy 
armed conflict. Although he voiced 
some apprehension in linking R2P 
with peacekeeping as it may imply 
more robust mandates, Captain 
Tian suggested that consensus on 
building capacity of peacekeep-
ing operations to prevent atrocity 
crimes could be advanced by: (1) 
acknowledgement that R2P does 
not create a new right to use force, 
and restrains the unilateral use of 
force; (2) agreement to place mili-
tary assets under command and 
control of the UN in atrocity situa-
tions; and (3) willingness to provide 
sufficient and appropriate military 
assets for protection mandates.

Serving as a discussant on the 
panel, Major General Liu Chao, 
former Commander of the UN mis-
sion in Cyprus, acknowledged that 
peacekeepers feel a great deal 
of responsibility when states fail 

to provide protection for their own 
people, and underscored that R2P 
is a political commitment that sup-
ports UN peacekeepers to provide 
protection to local populations. Mr. 
Liu noted that strong leadership 
and a well-integrated mission are 
essential capacities for effective-
ly implementing civilian protection 
mandates. Atrocity prevention must 
be a joint effort of all players on the 
ground, including the UN country 
team and the military components 
of the operation. Troops require not 
only specialized military training 
for protecting civilians from atroc-
ity crimes, but also training which 
equips them to be sensitive to inter-
national humanitarian law concern-
ing civilian protection. Often troops 
from different countries receive dif-
ferent training modules, and there is 
a need for standard training for all 
troops that are deployed, particu-
larly in situations where troops may 
be expected to take action to pro-
tect civilians from atrocity crimes. 

The second discussant in the ses-
sion was Mr. Chen Wei, Senior Re-
search Fellow at the China Institute 
of International and Strategic Stud-
ies (CIISS), who noted that China is 
committed to contributing interna-
tional public goods, and is willing to 
deepen practical cooperation in in-
ternational peacekeeping missions, 
as well as international humanitari-
an assistance and disaster relief. Mr. 
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Chen remarked that several speak-
ers had mentioned that prevention 
and international assistance are 
central components of implementing 
R2P, but it remained unclear of pre-
cisely what action should be taken 
to effectively prevent atrocity crimes 
or what forms of international assis-
tance are most essential. Mr. Chen 
suggested that more work needs to 
be done in this area, and endorsed 
previous speakers’ suggestions 
for Chinese experts to engage in 
South-South dialogue on atrocity 
prevention, which encourages lead-
ership among countries in the glob-
al South and a key role for regional 
organizations in implementing R2P.

In her discussant comments, Dr. 
Sarah Teitt, APR2P Deputy Direc-
tor, made note of the Report of the 
High-Level Independent Panel on 
UN Peace Operations, which adopt-
ed a broad definition of peace op-
erations to include a range of tools 
managed by the UN Secretariat, 
including Special envoys, media-
tors, political missions, peacebuild-
ing missions, regional preventive 
diplomacy offices, technical assis-
tance missions and peacekeeping 
operations with civilian, military and 
police components. While agree-
ing with the other speakers that 
appropriately training and resourc-
ing peacekeepers is important, Dr. 
Teitt noted the Report’s conclusion 
that many constraints to improving 
peace operations are political in 
nature, and require greater political 
will and political support for civilian 
protection. Peace operations could 
be more effective in preventing 
atrocity crimes if the UNSC mon-
itored emerging crises, identified 
early indicators of atrocity crimes 
and expanded dialogue with the 
UN Secretariat on early warning 
and prevention. Dr. Teitt concluded 
by stressing the critical importance 
of increasing investment in and of-
fering more unified international 
support for UN mediators. Enhanc-
ing specialized atrocity prevention 
expertise within the UN standby 
mediation support team, and fully 
funding this under the regular UN 
budget, is a key supportive capac-
ity for fulfilling the civilian protec-
tion mandates of peace operations.

Session 3: Civilian Protec-
tion Challenges in Peace 
Operations
The third and final session of the 
dialogue began with a presenta-
tion by Dr. Phil Orchard, APR2P 
Research Director. Dr. Orchard’s 
presentation drew attention to the 
significant growth in the number of 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) 
globally, with 40.8 million conflict-in-
duced IDPs in 2015. This trend 
impacts peacekeeping, as peace-
keeping operations have frequently 
been mandated to conduct a range 
of IDP activities, including mea-
sures to: support the return of IDPs, 
including through the creation of 
conditions conducive to their return 
such as fostering a secure environ-
ment and restoring the rule of law; 
provide humanitarian assistance to 
IDPs; and protect IDPs in displace-
ment camps. Dr. Orchard made 
note of ‘clear successes’ of peace-
keepers in significantly preventing 
civilian killings, but highlighted that 
the growth in IDPs presents a num-
ber of challenges or dilemmas for 
UN peacekeepers. Namely, peace-
keeping missions may inadvertent-
ly help to encourage displacement 
as civilians seek safety in areas 
with a peacekeeping presence; 
and peacekeeping presence alone 
may not be enough to ensure ci-
vilian protection from attacks that 
may be carried out by forces affiliat-
ed with the host state government. 
If IDPs come under direct attack, 
further questions are raised about 
peacekeepers’ use of force without 
tactical consent, even while formal 
host state consent remains present. 

Dr. He Yin, Associate Professor at 
the China Peacekeeping Policy 
Training Centre of the Chinese Peo-
ple’s Armed Police Forces Acade-
my, delivered the second presenta-
tion in this session. Dr. He noted that 
there is a strong political consensus 
that civilians should be protected, 
and that peacekeeping contributing 
countries should be prepared to do 
this. ‘Morally, politically and legal-
ly, there is no problem’. However, 
speaking from his own experience 
in UN missions, Dr. He voiced con-
cern that there is a gap between 
the ‘idealism and realism’ of civilian 

protection. First, at the operational 
level some member states do not 
have the political will to put their 
peacekeepers in grave danger. For 
individual peacekeepers, there may 
be a degree of risk aversion out of 
concern that the compensation for 
their death or injury in the field is 
insufficient to care for their families.  
Second, Dr. He noted that there are 
not enough peacekeepers from de-
veloped countries. The overwhelm-
ing majority of peacekeepers come 
from developing countries, which 
in some cases lack sufficient train-
ing and intelligence capabilities for 
fulfilling their mandates, particular-
ly where there is the added risk of 
terrorist organizations carrying out 
attacks.  Third, peacekeepers de-
ploy in extremely complex civil wars 
that are often supported by outsid-
ers and neighbouring countries. It 
is difficult for peacekeepers from 
any country to use force without be-
coming warring parties of the con-
flict. Finally, Dr. He raised concerns 
about protecting IDP camps, which 
can be infiltrated by warring factions 
which makes it is difficult to distin-
guish combatants from civilians. In 
consideration of these consider-
able challenges, Dr. He suggested 
that there should be better guid-
ance distinguishing ‘soft protection 
versus hard protection’. Whereas 
‘hard protection’ entails ‘standing 
up to violators’ attacking civilians, 
soft protection relies on UN legiti-
macy and presence, and recognis-
es that peacekeeping is primarily 
political rather than military oper-
ation. Understanding peacekeep-
ing as a political operation entails 
viewing civilian protection beyond 
military force, and developing bet-
ter strategies and political support 
for preventive diplomacy, media-
tion, negotiations, and better linking 
peacekeeping with peacebuilding to 
address root causes of the conflict. 

The session concluded with discus-
sion of some of the challenges to 
robust protection, and peacekeep-
ing more generally. One participant 
voiced concern over reports that 
peacekeepers are sometimes the 
perpetrators of atrocity crimes, and 
asked what responsibility applies to 
international organizations if troop 
contributing countries fail to take 
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action to hold their peacekeepers 
accountable. Another participant 
noted that some peacekeeping mis-
sion mandates do not adequately 
anticipate the potential danger of 
the situation, and missions deploy 
with insufficient capacity to meet 
mandate expectations. Participants 
discussed the relationship between 
R2P and POC and the robust turn 
in peacekeeping, and questioned 
whether peacekeepers should be 
expected to fight terrorists as in Mali 
or engage more proactively in a 
civil war situation, such as in South 
Sudan. Participants also noted that 
there is a need for all actors to em-
phasize that civilian protection is a 
central priority of the peacekeeping 
operations, so that mission leaders 
allocate resources and make deci-
sions to enable peacekeepers to be 
better placed to provide protection.

Closing Remarks
The dialogue concluded with re-
marks by Mr. Yang Yi on behalf of 
CIIS, and Dr. Noel Morada on be-
half of APR2P. Mr. Yang thanked 
participants for a successful CI-
IS-APR2P dialogue, and noted his 
gratitude to Mr. Simonovic for being 
the first UN Special Adviser on R2P 
to visit Beijing and take the oppor-
tunity to discuss R2P implemen-
tation with experts in China. CIIS 
indicated its continued apprecia-
tion for its ongoing partnership with 
APR2P, and expressed interest in 
exploring potential opportunities for 
jointly convening cross-regional dia-
logue on R2P to gain perspectives 
from representatives from Africa, 
Southeast Asia and Latin America. 
CIIS and APR2P both welcomed 
the opportunity to co-host a fourth 
annual China-Australia dialogue 
on R2P in late 2017 in Canberra.  
Topics for consideration for this di-
alogue include deeper examination 
of practical measures to enhance 
the capacity of UN peacekeep-
ers to fulfil protection mandates, 
and addressing the challenges 
arising from non-state groups 
that perpetrate atrocity crimes. 
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