
 

 

RESEARCH REPORT 

 

Committee: Human Rights  

 

Question of: the Death Penalty  

 

Students Officer: Maelle Bebleadzi & Jaime Nunnikhoven 

 

 

Introduction: 

 

The death penalty, also known as capital punishment, is when the state sentences someone to 

death for committing criminal acts. These may be crimes such as murder, rape, terrorism, drug dealing 

and war crimes, but this varies from country to country.  Currently, 56 countries retain death penalty 

laws. This includes countries such as China, US and Egypt. Amnesty International recorded 690 

executions in 20 countries in 2018, with most of the executions coming from China, Iran, Saudi Arabia, 

Vietnam and Iraq. However, 29 countries have not executed anyone for at least 10 years despite the 

death penalty being legal.  The death penalty is controversial, it has faced international criticism and 

sparked debate. There are many different perspectives around the death penalty that are influenced by 

religious belief, money, principle and morals.  It is also important to consider sovereignty, a state’s right 

to govern itself, with range of opinions many states may simply choose not to interfere in the governing 

of other countries. The UN has showed a firm position against the death penalty as the Office of the 

High Commissioner for Human Rights has been advocating for the universal abolition of the death 

penalty.  

 

 

The Issue: 

 

Currently, 106 countries have abolished the death penalty, however 40 years ago only 16 

countries had abolished capital punishment. Amnesty international recorded 2,531 death sentences in 

54 countries however they saw a 31% decrease in executions in 2018 from 2017 as countries with the 

death penalty have been sentencing people to death less often and more people are calling to the 

abolishment of capital punishment.  

  

56 countries retain the death penalty and 33 countries carried out executions between 2013 and 

2017. These countries use the death penalty in different cases, but common ones include are murder, 

rape and terrorism. Countries such as Iran and Malaysia use the death penalty for drug offenses, such as 

possession and trafficking. In Singapore, ¾ people who are executed are on drug offenses. Many also, 

sentence people to death because they had been found guilty of bribery and corruption. Sexual offenses 

are also punished by death as seen in India and Saudi Arabia. Different methods used include lethal 

injection, electrocution, lethal gas, hanging, beheading and firing squad and there has been a lot of 

controversy around the methods used.  
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Support for the Death Penalty  

  

Retribution and Protection  

 

Those in favour of the death penalty argue that it can be used in order to bring justice to those 

affected by the crime committed. It is seen as a punishment that fits the gravity of the crime which is 

the objective of having a justice system for many. It could help the victim’s family feel a sense of 

closure, especially to those whose loved ones have passed as a result of the criminal’s actions. By not 

punishing criminals justly, the safety of civilian's is compromised as criminals may not feel as deterred 

from the crime. It is argued that the death penalty is a valid punishment and retribution can defend it as 

other forms of punishment is also retribution. Some believe that by using capital punishment, we can 

appropriately punish others and not put a value on human life through sentencing a certain amount of 

years. Furthermore, many see it as protecting civilians from possible threats. The chance of reoffending 

is significantly decreased as the threat would have been killed but could also act as a deterrent to those 

considering committing crimes worthy of the penalty.  

 

Plea Bargains  

 

The use of the death penalty can increase cooperation with police through plea bargains. Plea 

bargain is when the criminal agrees to plead guilty in exchange for charges to be dropped or for 

sentences to be decreased and less severe. Criminal trials can take a long time and plea bargains can 

help decrease that time however needs to be approved by the judge. An Associated Press analysis of 

capital indictments in Franklin County, Ohio, found that 55% of cases ended in plea agreements, cutting 

down on time, money spent as well as the amount of people that are executed. A study of 90 countries 

by Fair Trials revealed that the use of plea bargains has increased by 300%. In Russia, the use of this 

method increased to 64% in 2014 and in South Africa its use increased by a third.  

 

Can Be Humane  

  

There are many different methods that can be used such as hanging, firing squad, lethal 

gas/injection and electrocution. Whilst there are varying opinions on whether the death penalty, as a 

whole, is torture there are some methods that are more widely seen as torture such as stoning and the 

guillotine. There has been a push to use more humane methods of execution. Nitrogen Hypoxia is a 

method that involves replacing air with nitrogen and helium, which would cause the criminal to lost 

consciousness in 20 seconds. This method is seen as the most humane execution style.  

 

Sovereignty  

 

Part of the reason why this topic has been difficult to resolve globally is due to the difference 

in beliefs and opinions and sovereignty, the right for a state to govern itself.  Whilst some may see the 

practice as inhumane and ineffective, many believe that it can work and does work and so feel as if 

countries should be able to use the method if they feel as if it will help their state maintain peace and 

most importantly protect citizens. Due to this, it should be up to the state to decide which crimes are 

sentenced to death and how criminals can be executed. For example, beheading is seen by many as 

inhumane and unnecessarily humiliating however it is used by Saudi Arabia today. 146 people were 
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executed by this method in 2017 and some may argue that they have the right to carry this 

out. Sovereignty and capital punishment are acknowledged by the Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) in A/HRC/30/21.  

 

 

Against the Death Penalty  

 

Deterrents 

 

Some have previously argued that capital punishment could act as a deterrent as it would prevent 

people from committing heinous crimes as they know that they will die as a result, however according 

to researchers the death penalty fails to act as a deterrent. A study at the University of Colorado-Boulder 

found that 88.2% of leading criminology experts believe that the death penalty does not deter murder, 

only 9.2% believed that the use of capital punishment dropped murder rates. In addition, in the US in 

2007, murder rates in states that still had the penalty were higher by 42% than states without it.  Due to 

this many against the death penalty believe that there is no place for it as it doesn’t benefit society, 

whilst the intention is to get threats off the streets and ensure that civilians are safe, it fails to do so.  

 

Costs 

 

Furthermore, many also point to the cost of the death penalty as an argument, as it is believed 

to be more expensive than sentencing people to life in prison. Money is often taken from taxes in order 

for the state to be able to afford their execution method, such as lethal injections which can cost $84 

USD per dose. In addition, trials for those being sentenced to the death penalty are more expensive as 

they require more lawyers, especially those who have more experience with the death penalty and 

requires more security. There may also be an appeal process which would add more to the cost of the 

penalty. Furthermore, those who are on the death penalty may not be executed soon after their sentence. 

The average waiting time on death row in the US is 15 years and so money would still be spent for their 

space in the prison adding to the cost of capital punishment. According to a Susquehanna University 

Report, a death row inmate costs $1.12 million USD more than a general inmate in the US.  

 

Execution of Innocent People 

 

The death penalty is an unreliable way of punishment as there are many innocent people who 

are put on death row. Once they are sentenced, it may take a lot of time for their innocence to be proven 

and for their charge to be dismissed and once they are executed, there is nothing that can be done. 33 

years ago, was the first time DNA testing had been used in police investigation and so before then many 

innocent people had been sentenced. However, after reviewing cases and using DNA testing some have 

been exonerated. Despite the use of this technology, there are still many found guilty of crimes they 

didn’t committed. Some may plead guilty even if they aren’t as they feel as if there is nothing else for 

them to do or hope that by doing this, their sentenced may be reduced, through plea bargains.  

 

Execution of Juveniles  

 

Under international human right law, the death penalty cannot be used on those under 18, 

however some countries still execute juveniles. The Convention on the Rights of the Child states that 
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no child should be subject to torture or other cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment.  

Amnesty International has recorded 145 executions of children in 10 countries since 1990, including 

China, Iran, Nigeria, Pakistan and the US, however many of these countries have now excluded this 

practice.  

 

In Iran, Zeinab Sekaanvand Lokran, 17 at the time, was convicted of murdering her husband in 

2012 and was executed. She was beaten by police officers following her arrest, was denied access to a 

lawyer and the fact that she was a victim of domestic abuse was not supposedly adequately examined. 

She was executed on 2nd October 2018 and her family was given 1 days' notice. The UN High 

Commissioner for Human Rights called this case a “sheer injustice”.  

 

 

Key Events 

 

 

Event/Date Explanation 

1960 International efforts begin to surface in order to 

abolish the death penalty 

1984 UN resolution on the matter of keeping the death 

penalty a lawful abiding punishment and not a 

tool for political or any other intent 

2007-2013 UN resolutions on the limitation on the use of the 

death penalty and its correct enforcement 

 

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue  

 

EU policies 

 

EU policies have allowed for the case of interruption and review of ongoing death penalty trials 

in order to impede unfair or unjust trials. The EU has also prohibited the consumption or distribution of 

good in direct reference to the death penalty through the EU. All its actions fall under ECOSOC 

resolution 1984/50.  

 

Efforts worldwide 

 

There are many well known organisations that have decided to take it upon themselves to protest 

and speak with high management positions to deal with the issue. One of such bodies is Amnesty 

International, which for the last 40 years has been doing its best to protest the matter and thoroughly 

expose how each and every country uses the death penalty in some cases as a tool political or economical 

rather than an actual capital punishment for the guilty of those crimes. This is not to say lesser 

importance of all the other working bodies on the matter. Such organisations also include abolition UK, 

association SAVE, Australian coalition against the death penalty, etc.  

 

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/protection.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/protection.pdf
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Despite the fact that there is more than just one group protesting and working to get 

rid of the death penalty, these entities are limited and cannot and will not influence those countries in 

such a way to sway them  on their side but rather they serve to ensure for moral and ethical reasons that 

if the death penalty is carried out in the truthful and correct manner. 

 

 

 

Possible Solutions 

In theory we could just ask countries which do partake in the death penalty to abolish it under 

our western arguments. Since the real harsh truth is that we can neither obligate them or force them to 

do so since it would cause certain geopolitical instability we are left with very little options if we are to 

respect the international law that has been created, established and is mostly enforced. Knowing this we 

are left with only two real and viable solutions to the issue: 

 

● Economic sanctions 

● Passed resolution by majority opinion 

 

Our first attempt to make countries unwilling to remove the death penalty is the threat or the actual 

pursuit of economic repercussions . Although such actions would be quite convincing if certain 

influencing countries decided to take this path with each specific countries it does not justify going 

against a country’s sovereignty. Hence we are by international law forced  to respect the wishes and 

rights of such nations. 

 

Our second option which to some degree has happened does not mean that the nations themselves will 

have to follow suit the rules established in such a resolution. It would not be the first time a state agrees 

and votes in favour of a resolution but then resumes back to its non compliant schedule. 
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