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In the present report, the Special Rapporteur on the negative impact of unilateral
coercive measures on the enjoyment of human rights, Alena F. Douhan, provides an
overview of the negative impact of unilateral coercive measures, the means of their
enforcement and overcompliance on various aspects of economic, labour and social rights.
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third States and sanctioning States. She reveals the impact of unilateral sanctions on the
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I. Introduction

1. The present report is submitted pursuant to General Assembly resolutions 76/161 and
79/167 and Human Rights Council resolutions 27/21, 54/15 and 55/7, in which the Special
Rapporteur on the negative impact of unilateral coercive measures on the enjoyment of
human rights was requested to, inter alia, gather all relevant information on the negative
impact of unilateral coercive measures on the enjoyment of human rights; study trends,
developments and challenges in this regard; draw attention to specific situations and cases
requiring the attention of United Nations organs; and make recommendations on ways to
prevent, minimize and redress the adverse impact of unilateral coercive measures on human
rights.

2. Through activities including thematic research, country visits, case analysis and
management, expert consultations and political and academic events, the Special Rapporteur
has identified significant humanitarian implications of unilateral sanctions for the enjoyment
of all economic, labour and social rights.

3. The Special Rapporteur notes that multiple sanctions regimes, alongside secondary
sanctions and extensive overcompliance, produce cumulative effects and wider implications
for the economy of and economic rights in targeted countries, third States and even
sanctioning States themselves,! indiscriminately affecting the human rights of individuals
and peoples, including freedom from poverty,? the right to health,® the right to an adequate
standard of living,* the right to water and sanitation,® the right to food® and other economic,
social and cultural rights.” Unilateral sanctions also undermine the ability of targeted States
to ensure relevant human rights within their territory due to economic hardships and other
tangible impediments, even though it is their primary responsibility to take all possible
measures to ensure the protection, promotion and fulfilment of human rights within the
maximum resources available.

4, In the present report, the Special Rapporteur presents an assessment of the impact of
unilateral sanctions, secondary sanctions and overcompliance on economic, labour and social
rights, with a particular focus on the most vulnerable groups. She addresses the adverse
impact of unilateral sanctions on the enjoyment of economic, labour and social rights in third
countries and sanctioning States. Unless otherwise stated, the term “unilateral sanctions” in
the report encompasses unilateral sanctions, means of their enforcement and overcompliance.

5. To collect information for the present report, the Special Rapporteur issued a call for
submissions addressed to different stakeholders. Responses were received from the
Governments of China, Cuba, Honduras, Irag, Mexico, Uzbekistan and Venezuela
(Bolivarian Republic of), some United Nations entities, civil society organizations and
associations, lawyers and scholars.® The Special Rapporteur expresses her gratitude to all
respondents.

Il. Activities of the Special Rapporteur

6. In order to raise awareness about the mandate, the negative impact of unilateral
sanctions on human rights, situations in countries under sanctions, findings from country
visits and problems in the application of humanitarian exemptions, the Special Rapporteur
gave numerous interviews to news and other media outlets around the world.

L A/JHRC/57/55, paras. 21 and 24.

2 See communication USA 3/2024. All communications mentioned in the present report are available
from https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/Tmsearch/TMDocuments.

See communications SWE 3/2023 and USA 23/2023.

Ibid.

See communication USA 6/2022.

See communications USA 3/2024 and USA 4/2024.

See communication USA 11/2024.

See https://lwww.ohchr.org/en/calls-for-input/2025/call-input-2025-thematic-reports-un-human-rights-
council-and-un-general.
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7. She participated in thematic conferences, webinars and online meetings, including an
Arria-formula meeting on 25 November 2024 and met with representatives of permanent
missions in Geneva and New York and representatives of the Movement of Non-Aligned
Countries and the Group of Friends in Defense of the Charter of the United Nations to raise
awareness about current challenges caused by the use of unilateral sanctions and
overcompliance. She welcomes the organization of the conference on the impact of unilateral
sanctions on access to justice, which was held in Tehran in May 2025.

8. She held meetings with representatives from the World Food Programme and the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the International Labour
Organization and other United Nations organs and institutions and sent official letters
containing updates on her activities and to discuss the impact of unilateral coercive measures
on different categories of human rights, and potential implications for the exercise of the
mandate.

9. The Special Rapporteur held expert consultations in Geneva with academics, non-
governmental organizations and lawyers on the development of guidance documents on
unilateral sanctions and humanitarian action, and on unilateral coercive measures,
responsibility, effective remedy and redress. She organized side events on monitoring and
assessment of the impact of unilateral coercive measures on the enjoyment of human rights
and on the impact of unilateral sanctions on access to justice and an effective remedy, which
were held on the margins of the fifty-seventh and fifty-eighth sessions, respectively, of the
Human Rights Council.®

10.  On 20 September 2024, she officially launched a tool for monitoring and assessing
the humanitarian impact of unilateral coercive measures, which allows for the collection and
processing of data to effectively, timely, fully and systematically assess the negative effect
of unilateral sanctions on the enjoyment of human rights.*

11.  Over the past year, the Special Rapporteur sent numerous communications to various
stakeholders to express concern about the devastating humanitarian impact of unilateral
sanctions, corporate due diligence in the context of application of unilateral sanctions, the
reported use of the rebuttable presumption of wrongdoing and de facto reversal of the burden
of proof as a recurrent practice in sanctions-related cases; the designation and redesignation
of certain States as sponsors of terrorism and the alarming humanitarian situation as a
consequence of it; and the use of family ties as a ground for the imposition of unilateral
coercive measures.*

12.  In the face of attempts by States and businesses to shift responsibility to each other
for human rights violations occurring due to unilateral sanctions, the Special Rapporteur,
upon consultations with different groups of stakeholders, developed the guiding principles
on sanctions, business and human rights*? and a commentary thereto.*® Drafts were discussed
at the international conference on sanctions, business and human rights held on 21 and 22
November 2024. A complete list of her activities over the past year may be found on the
mandate website.!4

Negative impact on economic rights

13.  Unilateral sanctions are usually aimed at targeting the economy of the sanctioned
States. They take different forms and include measures taken against States, sectors of a
State’s economy (e.g. gold-mining sector in Zimbabwe; and mining, wood and energy sectors

9 See https://www.ohchr.org/en/events/side-events/2024/monitoring-and-impact-assessment-ucms-and-
overcompliance-enjoyment-human; and https://www.ohchr.org/en/events/events/2025/impact-
unilateral-sanctions-access-justice-and-effective-remedy.

0 See https://ucmmonitoring.ohchr.org/.

1 See https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TmSearch/Mandates?m=263.

2 See https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/ucm/events/international-conf-
sanctions-business-hr/gps-sanctions-business-hr.pdf.

3 See https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/ucm/commentary-gpssbhr-2025.pdf.

4 See https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-unilateral-coercive-measures/activities.
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in the Russian Federation) or a specific region of a country (e.g. cotton, textile, tomatoes and
polycrystalline silicon industries in Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region, China),'® entities
or individuals, including State officials ex officio.’® Such measures affect economic and
social rights in different ways, both directly and indirectly.*”

14.  Trade embargoes and restrictions and financial, economic and sectoral sanctions
directly target the economies of sanctioned States. Such measures affect the businesses of
nationals and residents of sanctioned States and the activities of all those operating in such
States. They also affect central and commercial banks’ ability to transfer money to and from
sanctioning States and the ability of sanctioned States to meet the basic needs of their citizens
due to reduced revenue and ability to transfer, procure, ensure and deliver.

15.  Targeted sanctions are directed at designated individuals or companies.'® The Special
Rapporteur notes that European Union financial sanctions include several thousand
individuals and companies;*° far more are listed by the United States of America.?’ The
grounds for the listing of companies and individuals have expanded significantly beyond the
authorization of the Security Council.

16.  Such measures produce negative effects not only on the individuals and entities that
are directly targeted, but also an indiscriminate number of people, particularly with the
imposition of sanctions on banks and other financial institutions leading to the closure of
accounts and the freezing of deposits, impeding bank transfers and remittances.?

17.  The Special Rapporteur notes the discrepancy in the terminology used in relation to
the adoption of restrictive measures. In particular, sanctions regulations refer to the freezing
of economic resources, the freezing or immobilizing of funds,? the blocking of property?
and interests in property? and financial sanctions.? In such cases, any property and interests
in property of a sanctioned person “must be blocked (i.e., “frozen”) — not seized — and may
not be transferred, withdrawn or otherwise dealt in. Title to the blocked property remains
with the blocked person, but the exercise of powers and privileges normally associated with
ownership is prohibited”.?” Since February 2022, property of more than 1,500 Russian
individuals or organizations has reportedly been blocked in this way. Russian gold and
foreign exchange reserves amounting to $300 billion have been frozen, and the profits of
some of those assets have reportedly been used without the agreement of the Government of
the Russian Federation.?® The assets of Russian nationals blocked by the Group of Seven
countries amount to $30 billion.?® Uncertain and ambiguous terminology, alongside the use
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of severe means of enforcement, including criminalization, exacerbates overcompliance
and directly affects the right to property and other economic rights.

18.  The Special Rapporteur notes with concern that newly adopted legislation in several
countries® legitimizing the confiscation of frozen State property violates international law,
in particular, norms on State immunities, and the principle of the sovereign equality of States.
Legislation providing a framework for the forfeiting of both sovereign and private property
manifestly doesn’t correspond with the right to property set forth in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (art. 17) and regional instruments such as the Protocol to the Convention
for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (European Convention on
Human Rights) (art.1).

19.  Article 3i of Council Regulation (EU) No. 833/2014 of 31 July 2014 permits the
confiscation of Russian private property falling within the list of prohibited goods contained
in annex XXI of the regulation.®? Latvia and Lithuania passed legislation allowing for the
confiscation of cars registered in Belarus.® The Special Rapporteur emphasizes that any
confiscation of property is a measure of individual responsibility traditionally applied
following criminal conviction. The confiscation of the property of nationals or residents of
another State is a clear and gross violation of fundamental human rights, including the
presumption of innocence, the right to a fair trial, the right to access justice, the right to
freedom from discrimination, the right to equal protection of the law and, of course, the right
to property.

20.  Multiple reports indicate that private property is frequently seized for the alleged
circumvention of primary unilateral sanctions. For example, seven milk tankers and 17 fire
engines were confiscated in the Port of Klaipeda, Lithuania, in 2023 for the alleged
circumvention of unilateral sanctions while they were being transferred from Belarus through
Lithuania to Cuba and Zimbabwe.** Directive (EU) 2024/1260 of the European Parliament
and of the Council, in its paragraphs 11, 15 and 39, provides for the possibility to confiscate
private property for the circumvention of European Union sanctions, thus expanding the rules
applicable to suppression of transboundary crimes. This practice clearly contradicts the right
to property provided in article 17 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European
Union.

21.  Sanction regulations and non-binding interpretative documents of sanctioning
authorities are also used as a ground for seizure of goods by sanctioning States’ customs
authorities.®® Since 2022, the United States Customs and Border Protection has reportedly
seized thousands of shipments of imported Chinese goods, including high-tech items valued
at more than $2 billion, under the Xinjiang-related sanctions®¢ and has been escalating
seizures of Chinese automotive and aerospace shipments in 2025. Only 2 out of the total
2,790 automotive and aerospace shipments inspected by the Customs and Border Protection
in January and February 2025, valued at about $10 million, were released.3” Such measures
constitute a manifest violation of the right to property, as well as other rights such as the right
to development, humanitarian assistance and international solidarity.
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See https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/S-14.5/page-1.html; and
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https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/russians-can-no-longer-bring-their-car-to-the-
eu.

See https://minsk.belprofmash.1prof.by/news/xcdf-6/ (in Russian).

See https://lwww.sh.by/articles/litva-prodast-s-auktsiona-konfiskovannye-molokovozy-i-pozharnye-
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22. A broad interpretation of the restrictions imposed, alongside the application of a
rebuttable presumption of wrongfulness, compounds and broadens the negative effects of
targeted unilateral sanctions by affecting even those who are not the primary targets of
unilateral sanctions. For example, section 321 of the Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act creates a rebuttable presumption that a number of goods, wares,
merchandise and articles mined, produced or manufactured wholly or in part by nationals of
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea or citizens of that country anywhere in the world
are forced-labour goods that are prohibited from importation. If they enter United States
territory, they may be subject to detention, seizure and forfeiture, with consequent civil
penalties and criminal prosecution.®®

23.  The Special Rapporteur regrets that overcompliance by banks and other financial
actors includes charging higher rates or imposing unreasonable delays, freezing assets that
are not targeted by sanctions and denying individuals the possibility to open or maintain bank
accounts or to conduct transactions on the grounds that they are nationals or residents of or
originate from a country under sanctions.® This can apply even to those who are nationals of
the sanctioning State. Such measures indiscriminately affect the lives of the general
population, with a disproportionate impact on groups and persons in vulnerable situations,
which constitutes discrimination based on, inter alia, nationality and place of birth, and results
in a violation of the right to property as well as other human rights (rights to health, food,
education, an adequate standard of living and development).

24.  The Special Rapporteur notes with concern that unilateral sanctions also have an
indirect effect on certain sectors of the economy of third States, affecting their
macroeconomic indicators (gross domestic product (GDP) growth, inflation, currency
stability, foreign direct investment and international commerce).*° This in turn affects their
labour market, income levels and the broader socioeconomic situation, which leads to the
rising cost of essential goods, decreased employment opportunities and limited access to
financial resources for development projects.*

IV. Negative impact on the right to work

25.  The right to work is a fundamental right enshrined in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (art. 23), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
(art. 6) and regional human rights instruments.

26.  As the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has emphasized, “the
right to work is essential for realizing other human rights and forms an inseparable and
inherent part of human dignity. ... The right to work contributes at the same time to the
survival of the individual and to that of his/her family, and insofar as work is freely chosen
or accepted, to his/her development and recognition within the community”. The right to
work encompasses all forms of work, whether independent work or dependent wage paid
work. Thus, it implies the right to be involved in any economic activity, including self-
employment and doing business, and encompasses the right to decent work.*?

27.  Unilateral sanctions have tremendous effect on the enjoyment of all aspects of the
right to work. Unemployment increased from 8.6 per cent of the total labour force in 2011 to
13.2 per cent in 2023 in the Syrian Arab Republic, from 9 per cent in 2003 to 15.4 per cent
in 2023 in Iraq and from 8 per cent in 2001 to 14 per cent in 2023 in Afghanistan.*® The
Special Rapporteur is concerned that, as a result of, inter alia, unilateral sanctions and
consequent hyperinflation, salaries in the public sector significantly dropped in many
countries under sanctions. For example, the average public-sector salary in the Bolivarian
Republic of Venezuela is estimated at $2-$10 per month, with the cost of the average food

3 See communication USA 1/2025.

9 A/HRC/51/33, para. 30; and see communication GBR 5/2025.

40 Submission from Honduras.

41 Submission from Uzbekistan.

42 General comment No. 18 (2005) on the right to work.

3 See https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=AF-SY-IQ.
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basket being many times higher (about $200).** All of the above results in the deteriorating
level of social security and labour conditions, the loss of professionals and economic
migration.

28.  Countries under sanctions also see an expansion of the shadow economy“® (up to 40
per cent in the Islamic Republic of Iran),*® with vacancy rates reaching 30-50 per cent and
sometimes even higher for vital public-sector jobs such as doctors, nurses, teachers,
university professors, State officials, police officers and judges*” or those involved in tourist,
restaurant, handicraft and other relevant sectors.®® As a result, the poverty rate in the
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, as assessed by humanitarian organizations, has reached
94 per cent, and 67 per cent of persons are living in extreme poverty.*® Multiple reports have
indicated that unilateral sanctions have exacerbated or induced poverty and pushed people to
engage in illicit activities such as illegal oil refining and smuggling,* drug trafficking,
robbery, illegal mining, prostitution, sexual exploitation and trafficking in persons.5

29.  Unilateral sanctions often result not only in higher unemployment rates, but also in
wage reductions, the deterioration of working conditions and a shift towards informal
employment, affecting labour rights and standards. In the Syrian Arab Republic, sanctions
have shattered the State’s capability to respond to the needs of the population, particularly
the most vulnerable, and 90 per cent of the population lives below the poverty line, as
witnessed by the Special Rapporteur during her visit to the country. Since 2019, prices
increased by more than 800 per cent and hundreds of thousands of jobs were lost due to the
destruction of industries, the loss of external trade and the coronavirus disease (COVID-19)
pandemic.5? This results in the manifest violation of the right to decent work, enshrined in
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (arts. 6-8) and relevant
International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions, ¥ depriving people of essential
opportunities to access decent and productive work in conditions that provide them freedom,
equality, security and human dignity.

30.  Unilateral sanctions also negatively affect State capacity to confront environmental
challenges, including climate change. The lack of access to advanced technologies,
alongside the impossibility of procuring filters, equipment and spare parts due to unilateral
sanctions, undermines the right to green jobs and the transition towards a sustainable
environment, % the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal 2 (End hunger, achieve
food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture)>” and the right to
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decent work, by decreasing productivity and income, which severely undermines ILO
standards on safe working conditions.®

31. As noted by ILO, the embargo measures have a dissuasive effect on potential
investors, affecting indirectly, and even directly, economic development perspectives and
therefore job creation and decent work in Cuba.5® Moreover, limitations on commerce and
financial transactions still represent a serious bottleneck and an additional cost burden for
business development and job creation in Cuba, as decent work largely depends on
productive investment and access to financing. Limited access to technology transfer implies
further difficulties for enterprises and for social and economic development; limited access
to and delivery of essential goods, including food and medicine, represent a risk of
humanitarian crisis.

32.  Labour rights in third countries and even sanctioning States are also affected due to
contract losses and company closures. For instance, the designation of the Xinjiang branch
of a large textile group reportedly caused broad reputational damage to the whole group, with
consequent financial implications, resulting in the closure of businesses and factories located
in several countries in South and South-East Asia, thus affecting the employment situation in
those countries.’! Unilateral sanctions have reportedly cost the United States between $15
billion and $19 billion in lost merchandise exports to targeted countries. This revenue loss
has translated into over 200,000 job reductions in the export sector and a nearly $1 billion
decline in wage premiums, illustrating the far-reaching economic consequences of
sanctions.%?

33.  The reported negative effect of unilateral sanctions on education undermines future
job opportunities. Although precise skilled migration figures are scattered or unavailable,
brain drain surveys conducted in Zimbabwe and the southern African region have revealed
that close to half a million qualified professionals were located in diasporas in third
countries.5® The crisis caused by unilateral sanctions has led to significant emigration, with 1
million to 7.7 million (the number varies depending on the source) Venezuelans leaving the
country by 2021.% The restrictions on financial transactions and the difficulty of obtaining
visas have made legal migration increasingly challenging in the Islamic Republic of Iran. As
a result, many Iranians resort to irregular migration routes, often facing significant risks and
exploitation. The number of Iranian asylum-seekers in 2022 more than doubled compared
with 2012 and increased more than five times compared with 2002.5

34.  Unilateral sanctions are also reported to violate the labour rights not only of migrants
from countries under sanctions abroad, as they often agree to work at lower salaries and
without social guarantees, but also of the local population, due to the overfilling of labour
markets. They may also affect foreign workers in countries under sanctions. In the
international context, unilateral sanctions may limit cooperation between trade unions and
foreign partners, hindering the exchange of experience and participation in global labour
initiatives.®

35.  The Special Rapporteur is alarmed that unilateral coercive measures have become an
important trigger in assessments of reputational risk by businesses, often resulting in
excessive overcompliance due to the uncertainty of regulations and applications and the
likelihood of high penalties,®” which is often misinterpreted by sanctioning States as freedom
of business decisions.
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36.  The above reasons are compounded by possible reputational risks and also cause
discrimination in labour. In the specific case of Xinjiang, due to the “rebuttable presumption
of the use of forced labour” and the requirement to monitor the whole supply chain, not only
foreign but also Chinese businesses hesitate to cooperate with businesses from Xinjiang or
to recruit Uighurs.®® The issue of forced labour has also been invoked to substantiate United
States visa restrictions on third countries’ government officials on the basis of their alleged
connection with the international medical mission programmes of Cuba.t® Raising human
rights issues with references to forced labour as grounds for introducing unilateral sanctions
may constitute discrimination and a breach of the duty of a State to refrain from the
exploitation and the distortion of human rights issues as a means of interference in the internal
affairs of States and of exerting pressure on other States.”

37.  Multiple reports reflect that hyperinflation erodes the population’s purchasing
power, ™t shrinks markets, shuts down certain areas of economy and discourages
entrepreneurship.” Governments under sanctions have decreased possibilities to provide
credit to small and medium-sized businesses, especially when direct foreign investments are
blocked due to unilateral sanctions. Entry and visa restrictions also affect the hospitality and
tourism sectors.™

38.  Inparticular, 81 per cent of Venezuelan private companies are negatively affected by
United States trade and economic sanctions™ as their accounts in the United States financial
system and lines of credit were closed and suppliers of raw materials, spare parts, machinery
and equipment withdrew, affecting even critical infrastructure such as electricity, water, gas,
transportation and telecommunications.”™ In accordance with the United States Visa Waiver
Program Improvement and Terrorist Travel Prevention Act of 2015, nationals of Visa Waiver
Program countries who have visited Cuba on or after 12 January 2021 (the date of the
unilateral designation by the United States of Cuba as a State sponsor of terrorism) may not
obtain visa waivers through the Electronic System for Travel Authorization. The punitive
effect of this provision significantly affects travel to and tourism in Cuba, which is one of the
country’s primary sources of income. The inclusion of Cuba in the list has also raised the
country risk, confirming the extremely disadvantageous conditions. This undermines the
interest of foreign investors and discourages them from participating in the Cuban economy.

39. The Special Rapporteur aligns with the position of the Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights that the right of everyone to the enjoyment of just and favourable
conditions of work is an important component of other labour rights enshrined in the
Covenant, including the right to fair remuneration providing for a decent living for workers
and their families.” However, the preliminary results of the monitoring and impact
assessment demonstrate a high level of working poverty in numerous States under unilateral
sanctions. For 2024, the working poverty rate was 22 per cent in Mali, 23.2 per cent in the
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, 24.7 per cent in the Syrian Arab Republic, 31.2 per cent
in Haiti, 34.6 per cent in Zimbabwe, 42 per cent in the Niger, 48.2 per cent in Yemen, 65.7
per cent in the Central African Republic and 72.8 per cent in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo.”™ As of July 2025, the minimum monthly wage is equivalent to $1.35 in the
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Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela,” $12.4 in the Syrian Arab Republic,® $24 in Eritrea® and
$86.5 in Afghanistan.®? Harsh economic conditions provoked by the application of unilateral
sanctions significantly affect States’ ability to raise wages, therefore preventing them from
fulfilling their obligation to ensure fair wages under article 7 of the Covenant.

40. Low salaries or non-payment of salaries to teachers in the Syrian Arab Republic for
prolonged periods result in their frequent absences from schools, having a negative impact
not only on the right to work, but also on other human rights, such as the right to education
and the right to development.®

41.  The Special Rapporteur regrets that vulnerable groups are disproportionately affected
by unilateral sanctions. In particular, women are reported to be the first to lose jobs,
experience extended working hours, be deprived of protections in the informal sector, have
limited access to business opportunities and be subjected to discrimination. Sanctions result
in widespread unemployment and reduced incomes, particularly in sectors dominated by
women, such as textiles and handicrafts. Economic hardships reduce the revenue available
for States to ensure overall education for children and to create favourable working
conditions for persons with disabilities; they may also result in an increase in child labour.8

42. The Special Rapporteur notes with great concern that documents of international
organizations might be interpreted by States as justifying or in a certain way legitimizing the
use of unilateral sanctions. In particular, the decision of the ILO Governing Body with regard
to the resolution of the General Conference concerning the measures recommended by the
Governing Body under article 33 of the ILO Constitution on the subject of Belarus introduces
a very broad interpretation of the list of measures that could be taken by member States,
employers and workers as being “of an economic or other character”. In the face of the
expanding use of primary and secondary sanctions by States, such an approach has been
interpreted by sanctioning States as providing for the authorization to impose unilateral
sanctions. The Special Rapporteur has addressed her concerns to ILO, encouraging it to
consider establishing processes to regularly monitor the negative humanitarian impact of
unilateral sanctions on economic, labour and social rights.%

V. Impact on the enjoyment of social rights

43. Social rights are those rights necessary to ensure an adequate standard of living. They
include the rights to food, housing, health, social security and education. Under article 2 (1)
of the Covenant, States Parties undertake to take steps, individually and through international
assistance and cooperation, especially economic and technical, to the maximum of their
available resources, with a view to achieving progressively the full realization of the rights
recognized in the Covenant by all appropriate means.

44.  The Special Rapporteur acknowledges that all States (including those under sanctions)
bear the primary responsibility for ensuring the enjoyment of economic, social and labour
rights within the maximum resources available and, as a result, are also obliged to take steps
to prevent or minimize the humanitarian impact of unilateral coercive measures. Although
such obligation may be conditioned by “the maximum of its available resources”, a State
must demonstrate that every effort has been made to use all resources that are at its disposal
in an effort to satisfy, as a matter of priority, those minimum obligations.%

-~
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45.  Unilateral sanctions reportedly result in declining State revenue and GDP, rising
inflation rates, deteriorating currency stability, decreased foreign direct investment flows and
donations from businesses, impediments, including disruptions, delays and high costs, to the
delivery of humanitarian assistance & and a decrease in available resources # and
governmental capacity to develop and maintain critical infrastructure® to ensure economic,
labour and social rights.* States affected by unilateral coercive measures are reported to take
various measures to alleviate the negative impacts thereof.*

46.  If they have an insufficiency of resources, States prioritize the basic survival of the
population (food and healthcare) at the expense of other sectors, including transportation, the
treatment of solid and medical waste,®? culture, education, development and the maintenance
of criminal justice infrastructure.®® This disrupts State social programmes for those most in
need.

47.  In the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, a drastic reduction in foreign currency
income, from $39 billion in 2014 to $743 million in 2020, compromised macroeconomic
stability, generating a sustained decline in GDP during the period 2015-2020 and restricting
the State’s ability to finance social investment and public infrastructure.® In the Sudan, the
reduction in foreign direct investment flows of approximately 45 per cent had a negative
impact on economic development.® Sanctions have strained the social services of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, including childcare, welfare programmes and support for vulnerable
families. For example, funding for orphanages and shelters for abused women was cut due to
budget constraints. Women and children in need of social support face increased hardships
and shelters for victims of domestic violence reported overcrowding and insufficient
resources.%

48.  Financial blacklisting and greylisting initiated by different international regulatory
bodies, often resulting from the impossibility of making direct and transparent payments due
to unilateral sanctions, is also a challenge for Governments in their efforts to promote social
rights.®” The resulting reduced fiscal space limits Governments’ ability to invest in essential
services such as healthcare, education and social protection. The reputational damage
associated with blacklisting can also deter foreign investment, reduce capacities to cover
insurance risks, including those related to the climate crisis, and disrupt banking
relationships, further marginalizing vulnerable populations.

49.  Asaresult of prolonged economic sanctions, the Government of the Islamic Republic
of Iran has been compelled to adopt the doctrine of “resistance economy”, which has not only
affected economic sectors but has also resulted in substantial sociocultural repercussions.
Even non-governmental organizations supporting refugee populations and providing much-
needed social services face significant operational constraints due to the challenging
economic climate and the limitations imposed by sanctions.® This not only undermines the
enjoyment of the right to social security, but also contributes to an increase in poverty rates®
and social exclusion, while negatively affecting the right to education and the right to health.

50.  The embargo reportedly affects the ability of Cuban programmes to ensure continued
quality and universal public services such as health and education. Certain items, including
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technologies, that can save, prolong or increase the quality of people’s lives, cannot be
acquired as they are made in the United States or have United States components.i®
Moreover, extensive pressure on the internal economy and, as a result, on internal income,
prevents Cuba from procuring those goods in other markets.10!

51.  Multiple reports indicate that unilateral sanctions are affecting all relevant social
rights, including the rights to adequate food, clean water, sanitation, freedom of movement
and a healthy environment.’%2 The Special Rapporteur regrets that, due to the word limit for
the present report she is not able to address all elements. The main focus in the present part
will be on the impact on the right to food and ability of States under sanctions to ensure
freedom from hunger and malnutrition as a social right, especially due to the fact that the
biennial panel discussion on the impact of unilateral coercive measures and overcompliance
on the right to food and food security, which had been due to be held in September 2025
pursuant to Human Rights Council resolutions 55/7 and 58/3, was assessed by the Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights as not deliverable owing to the
liquidity and financial crisis affecting the United Nations.

52.  The right to adequate food, including freedom from hunger, is reportedly severely
affected by unilateral sanctions.%® The former Special Rapporteur on the right to food
acknowledged that “the continued imposition of crippling economic sanctions ... severely
undermines ordinary citizens” fundamental right to sufficient and adequate food”.1* Other
reports refer to challenges such as the interruption of bank correspondence relations and
supply chains, Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication (SWIFT)
bans, fear of secondary sanctions, physical blockades of transport routes and hindrances to
the delivery of medicine and food by humanitarian organizations. % Countries under
sanctions report high levels of food insecurity: up to 60 per cent in specific regions in the
Islamic Republic of Iran,'% up to 35 per cent in the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela®” and
over 50 per cent in the Syrian Arab Republic.1%

53.  Unfortunately, efforts to mitigate the negative impact of unilateral sanctions may be
insufficient, especially in the long term. Although the World Food Programme acknowledges
the results of Cuban social protection programmes for the eradication of hunger and poverty,
it notes that access to basic goods, especially food, remains a major concern. Household
purchasing power has been drastically reduced due to inflation.1% The high cost of importing
food, agricultural equipment and inputs, coupled with difficulties in conducting financial
transactions with foreign partners and accessing external multilateral financing for
development programmes in agriculture and rural development, *° overcompliance by
companies participating in food supply chains and impediments in access to irrigation, diesel
fuel, agricultural equipment, spare parts, seeds and fertilizerst'! are directly affecting the
country’s ability to ensure freedom from hunger and malnutrition.? For example, in
February 2024, a Spanish company refused to sell chicken embryos to the Cuban company
Labiofam as the United States supplier had noted that the final destination of the embryos
was a country subject to sanctions by the Government of the United States.*?
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54.  Unilateral sanctions indirectly affect food security through their broader economic
effects and the challenges that they pose to the agricultural sector in particular.** In Cuba,
the economic damage for cereal production as a result of the embargo was estimated at
$2,447,830 during the period 2016-2017.1*5 The Special Rapporteur notes that 90 per cent of
children in the Syrian Arab Republic depend on humanitarian assistance for survival and that
about 117,000 children in the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela were at risk of acute
malnutrition in 2022,¢ with half of children under the age of 5 being at risk of acute
malnutrition.'” In the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the figure is about 140,000
children under 5 years old. Similar figures are also reported in other countries under
sanctions.®

55.  Sanctions-induced trade restrictions and foreign businesses’ overcompliance prevent
the procurement of the equipment and spare parts needed to repair, maintain and develop
water supply networks. Contamination of irrigation water with sewage resulted in a cholera
outbreak affecting more than 20,000 persons in the Syrian Arab Republic in 2022.11°

56.  Following his visit to the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, the Special Rapporteur
on the right to food reflected on the constraints placed on the Government’s fiscal ability to
implement its social protection programmes and deliver basic public services due to unilateral
sanctions. He highlighted the negative impact of unilateral sanctions and overcompliance by
foreign banks and suppliers on the availability of raw materials, supplies for the food and
agriculture sector and fuel, food production and distribution and the accessibility of food,
disproportionately affecting those living in extreme poverty or vulnerable circumstances.'?°
The financial blockade and the confiscation of assets exceeding $30 billion has severely
restricted the ability of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to import essential goods,
including food and medicine, affecting basic public services and essential rights such as
access to food, healthcare, education, housing and transportation.!?*

57.  Unilateral sanctions have both direct and indirect impacts on the right to food and
other social rights in third countries as their economies or supply chains might depend on
States under sanctions. For example, in 2024, in Uzbekistan, unemployment benefits
increased by 15 per cent in response to job losses abroad. Similarly, the number of Uzbek
families receiving targeted social assistance increased by 12 per cent due to inflationary
pressure caused by disruptions in international supply chains as a result of the unilateral
sanctions imposed on the Russian Federation.'??

58.  Unilateral sanctions imposed on fertilizer producers and the consequent disruptions in
fertilizer deliveries have resulted in an increase in their cost and a decrease in their
availability. The Special Rapporteur noted in her communications to Lithuania and the
European Union that imposing sanctions on Belarusian potash fertilizers and impeding
financing and transportation of 20 per cent of the world’s potash exacerbated the global
shortage of fertilizers, with consequent price increases and risks for food security in many
parts of the world.*?® Measures taken by Lithuania to prevent the transportation of potash
from Belarus to Africa and Latin America resulted in a shortage of fertilizers and adversely
affected food security in countries in those regions.?
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59.  Despite claims that the United States sanctions allow for the import of food and
fertilizers, the removal of Russian banks from SWIFT, the restrictions imposed on Russian
air and shipping routes, high oil prices and other restrictions make it difficult for countries to
pay for and procure Russian goods. They have increased the cost of importing Russian grains,
fertilizers, pesticides and other agricultural inputs on which many countries of the global
South rely.*? This could result in less planting, lower yields and lower qualities, exposing
the Russian agricultural sector and global food supplies in general to non-negligible risks.?

60. The Special Rapporteur notes with regret that the negative impact of unilateral
sanctions also manifests in relation to other social and economic rights. Social security,
through its redistributive character, plays an important role in poverty reduction and
alleviation, preventing social exclusion and promoting social inclusion. The right to social
security encompasses the right to access and maintain benefits, whether in cash or in kind,
without discrimination in order to secure protection from, inter alia: (a) lack of work-related
income caused by sickness, disability, maternity, employment injury, unemployment, old
age, or death of a family member; (b) unaffordable access to health care; and (c) insufficient
family support, particularly for children and adult dependents.!?” Unilateral sanctions
reportedly affect the ability of States under sanctions to promote and guarantee occupational
health and safety in deteriorating labour conditions, including through social protection
schemes, and pose challenges to the delivery of up-to-date specialized equipment, including
for pollutant measurement and for monitoring and measuring other health-related
incidents.1?8

61. Health is a fundamental human right indispensable for the exercise of other human
rights. Every human being is entitled to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of
health conducive to living a life in dignity. The right to health is closely related to and
dependent upon the realization of other human rights, including the rights to food, housing,
work, education, human dignity, life, non-discrimination, equality, prohibition of torture,
privacy and access to information.!?°

62.  The Special Rapporteur addressed the impact of unilateral sanctions on the right to
health in her 2023 thematic report!® and identified their negative impact on all aspects of the
enjoyment of the right to health of all people in countries under sanctions, including on access
to adequate medicine, healthcare facilities, medical equipment and qualified medical
assistance; on disease prevention and control; on an adequate number of health professionals
with access to training and up-to-date scientific knowledge, technologies and research; and
on international scientific and medical cooperation. To her regret, the situation has not
changed since the publication of that report. Submissions for the present report reflect the
shortages of medicine resulting in delays in treatment and growing mortality rates for
paediatric cancer patients in the Islamic Republic of Iran,'3! infant mortality in Zimbabwe
due to the withdrawal of external health facility development funding,*3 the impossibility of
procuring medicine due to the blocking of payments from Cuba® and the refusal of
monopolist producers to sell life-saving medicines to the Islamic Republic of Iran.t3* In the
Syrian Arab Republic, the Special Rapporteur was made aware of the unavailability of
services and support for persons with physical impairments and with mental health
conditions, including those suffering from war trauma and stress.*3> Sanctions in that country
have affected the right of women to reproductive health, including access to contraceptives,
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Ukraine crisis” (Cairo, 2022).
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129 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, general comment No. 14 (2000), paras. 1 and 3.

130 A/HRC/54/23.
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VI.

and prevention of sexually transmitted diseases, undermining State capacity in the prevention
and treatment of severe diseases and in vaccine development due to challenges in accessing
essential materials and in collaborating with international partners.1%

63.  The human right to adequate housing, which is derived from the right to an adequate
standard of living, is of central importance for the enjoyment of all economic, social and
cultural rights.*3” Unilateral sanctions have an adverse impact on all aspects of this right by
affecting the construction of social housing, the provision of housing subsidies and the
availability of social housing programmes for vulnerable groups such as older persons,
orphans, homeless people, migrants and refugees, especially in countries where the
construction of social housing is funded or subsidized by the State budget. For example,
unilateral sanctions substantially slowed down housing construction programmes in the
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, including due to a fall in the capacity of key industries
such as those responsible for the production of iron sheets and cement and the blockade on
the import of machinery and spare parts.23 Unilateral sanctions have prevented the rebuilding
of housing and critical infrastructure in the Syrian Arab Republic.!%

Conclusions and recommendations

Conclusions

64.  Unilateral sanctions take many forms and are aimed at States, regions, specific sectors
of the economy, companies and individuals. As such measures directly affect the economies
of the targeted States, they produce a direct and indirect negative impact on the enjoyment of
all economic, labour and social rights, with spillover effects for third States, sanctioning
States and the world population, hampering States’ ability to ensure economic, labour and
social rights.

65.  Targeted sanctions, such as the freezing of assets, directly affect the right to property.
Although such measures do not automatically deprive designated persons of their property,
they undermine the right to property as the exercise of the powers and privileges normally
associated with ownership is prohibited. Confiscation of property and of traded items,
including customs seizures for alleged sanctions circumvention or alleged violations of
export controls, exacerbates the situation further.

66.  Targeted sanctions produce a series of implications for all economic, labour and social
rights, especially with respect to the most vulnerable groups, such as older persons, children,
women, homeless people, persons with disabilities, migrants and refugees. Such rights are
interconnected; even a single negative implication usually triggers a series of adverse effects
for all such rights, resulting in massive spillover effects. Such measures manifestly violate
the right to property as well as a series of civil rights, including but not limited to the right to
fair trial, the presumption of innocence and the right to legal assistance. Moreover, such
measures violate the right to development.

67.  Unilateral sanctions significantly affect the right to development and the achievement
of all the Sustainable Development Goals. The imposition of unilateral sanctions as such
constitutes a manifest impediment of the achievement of Goal 17, on strengthening the means
of implementation and revitalizing the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development, due
to the broad, multidimensional and comprehensive negative impact on all economic, labour
and social rights.

68.  States under sanctions bear the primary responsibility to ensure the protection,
promotion and fulfilment, within their territory or jurisdiction, of all economic, labour and
social rights within the maximum resources available. Unilateral sanctions reduce sanctioned
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States’ revenues, thus undermining their ability to progressively implement economic, labour
and social rights, due to the reduction in available resources. However, such States are under
the obligation to take all possible measures within available resources to mitigate the negative
impact of unilateral sanctions on human rights and to assist people under their jurisdiction or
control in the promotion and protection of human rights affected by unilateral sanctions,
including by means of instruments of diplomatic protection, international adjudication and
the provision of advisory and other services. The impact on human rights of unilateral
sanctions, the means of their enforcement and overcompliance should be reported to and
properly taken into account by relevant United Nations organs and institutions, as well as
other organizations.

69.  States are responsible for violations of economic, labour and social rights or
retrogression in the implementation of such rights in targeted societies due to the reduction
of national capacity resulting from the imposition or enforcement of unilateral sanctions by
their organs and officials; and for violations of the obligation of due diligence and consequent
violations of human rights caused by overcompliance by private actors under their
jurisdiction and control.

70.  Unilateral sanctions have extensive adverse implications on economic, labour and
social rights in third States, especially countries of the global South, which may also depend
on assistance, trade or supplies from the States under sanctions. Unilateral sanctions affect
the labour market and rights of local workers due to migration, contract losses and company
closures. They may also affect the availability and quality of certain social and development
programmes and access to food, seeds and fertilizers, among others.

71.  Unilateral sanctions, the means of their enforcement and overcompliance have
tremendous effect on the enjoyment of all aspects of the right to work. Sanctions often result
not only in higher unemployment rates, but also in wage reductions, the deterioration of
working conditions, a shift towards informal employment, the weakening of labour rights,
protections and standards and the shrinking of the space for entrepreneurship.

72.  Any overbroad interpretation of the constituent treaties of international organizations
invoked as a basis for illegal coercion against States already affected by unilateral sanctions
and whose capacity to alleviate the negative effects on economic, labour and social rights is
highly limited, constitutes a manifest violation of the principles set forth in the Charter of the
United Nations, the law of such organizations, international human rights law and Sustainable
Development Goal 17, while impeding the achievement of all the Sustainable Development
Goals.

Recommendations

73.  Sanctioning States and regional organizations should:

(@ Review measures taken without or beyond the authorization of the
Security Council and lift those that do not meet the criteria for retortion or
countermeasures, in full conformity with the standards and limitations of the law of
international responsibility, as constituting unilateral coercive measures;

(b)  Guarantee that delivery of humanitarian assistance to countries under
sanctions by humanitarian actors is not viewed as a punishable action within their
national jurisdiction;

(c)  Ensure that the implementation of the humanitarian resolutions of the
Security Council aimed at meeting the basic needs of the people is not impeded by any
unilateral measures, including any impediments to transferring money or delivering or
insuring humanitarian cargo;

(d)  Take all legislative, institutional and administrative measures possible to
avoid and minimize overcompliance and ensure that the activities of private businesses
under their jurisdiction and/or control do not violate the right to property, work, social
security, food, housing, health, education and other human rights extraterritorially, as
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reflected in the guiding principles on sanctions, business and human rights'“° and the
commentary thereto.** Non-fulfilment of this obligation can be used as grounds for
asserting the responsibility of the relevant States for violations of treaty obligations to
protect relevant economic and social rights, alongside the responsibility of relevant
businesses;

(e)  Ensure access to justice in accordance with international standards for all
those whose economic, labour and social rights are affected by unilateral sanctions and
overcompliance.

74.  Unilateral sanctions should never affect the functioning of critical infrastructure
relevant to healthcare, food, agriculture, electricity, water supply, irrigation, sanitation,
seeds and fertilizers, all of which are necessary for the survival and well-being of
populations.

75.  Businesses should avoid zero-risk policies and overcompliance, which are
incompatible with their obligations, as set out in the guiding principles on sanctions,
business and human rights.

76.  International organizations should refrain from the practice of legitimizing or
justifying unilateral coercive measures, which are clearly prohibited by international
public law. Provisions of internal law of international organization cannot be invoked
to avoid the responsibility of States under international law and/or liability for damages
incurred. Shifting responsibility between international organizations, States and
businesses does not provide any ground for excluding such responsibility or liability
under international public law.1*? All responsible actors bear separate international
legal responsibility for internationally wrongful acts committed.

77.  States under unilateral sanctions should:

(a) Take all steps within the maximum of available resources to mitigate the
negative impact of unilateral sanctions;

(b)  Report on all types of challenges arising from unilateral sanctions and
overcompliance on economic, labour and social rights in their engagement with all
relevant United Nations entities and mechanisms (including the World Health
Organization, ILO, FAO, the United Nations Development Programme and the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), the universal periodic
review and the treaty bodies, within the scope of their mandates;

(¢)  Provide information for the monitoring and impact assessment tool in
accordance with the methodology developed by the Special Rapporteur to ensure the
accuracy, reliability and trustworthiness of the results;

(d) Inform non-governmental organizations and research institutions about
the possibility of submitting information for the monitoring tool to encourage diverse
engagement and provide for verification of the results.

78.  United Nations entities and organs should:

(@)  Monitor, within their mandates, the impact of unilateral sanctions and
overcompliance on the ability of States under sanctions to fulfil their international
obligations under the relevant human rights conventions on the right to adequate food,
adequate housing, education, health, social security, water and sanitation;

(b)  Monitor the impact of unilateral coercive measures on the ability of States
under sanctions and third States to fulfil their international obligations under the
relevant conventions, follow up on their respective recommendations and other relevant
acts and take them into account while assessing the human rights situation in the
country, based on factual evidence;
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(c)  Provide their responses to the monitoring and impact assessment tool
annually, both directly and through country teams;

(d)  Undertake effective measures to ensure that their decisions are not used
by member States for the legitimization or justification of the use of unilateral coercive
measures.

79.  The International Labour Organization should:

(a)  Take the lead in monitoring the unhindered exercise of the right to work,
the right to decent work, labour rights and social security in the face of unilateral
sanctions, the means of their enforcement and overcompliance;

(b)  Monitor, in line with its mandate, the impact of unilateral sanctions on the
ability of States under sanctions to fulfil their international obligations under ILO
conventions, recommendations and strategies on decent work, green jobs, social
protection and occupational safety and health, and assess the policies of sanctioning
States and instances of overcompliance by businesses and the financial sector.

80.  The treaty bodies should:

(@)  Include in their engagement with States Parties an assessment of the
impact of unilateral sanctions on economic, labour and social rights within the scope of
the relevant human rights treaties;

(b)  Include their assessment of the impact of unilateral sanctions, the means
of their enforcement and overcompliance in their general comments on relevant
economic and social rights;

(c) Assess the impact of unilateral sanctions on the ability of States under
sanctions to effectively respond to their obligations under the provisions of the treaties.

81.  The adverse effects of unilateral sanctions on human rights should be included
and assessed during the sessions of the universal periodic review and by other relevant
United Nations mechanisms mandated to monitor, inter alia, progress in the realization
of the Sustainable Development Goals.

82.  States are invited to engage in international adjudication, including through
competent international quasi-judicial and human rights bodies, to settle disputes,
protect human rights and determine responsibility and redress in sanctions cases.

83.  The Special Rapporteur notes the important role of international and local civil
society organizations in providing humanitarian assistance and life-saving services,
especially to all those in vulnerable situations in countries under sanctions. Any
discussions about the humanitarian situations in countries under sanctions should be
inclusive and allow for the participation of all stakeholders, including both
international and local civil society actors.

84. International and national NGOs, States, scholars, research institutions and
individuals from sanctioning and sanctioned countries and third countries are invited
to contribute to the monitoring and impact assessment tool by submitting information
on the impact of unilateral coercive measures, the means of their enforcement and
overcompliance on the enjoyment of economic, labour and social rights.

85.  All stakeholders, including States, United Nations entities, specialized agencies
and other international and regional organizations, are invited to provide access to
justice to protect relevant human rights and to contribute to the development of the
guidance on humanitarian action and the guidance on responsibility, accountability and
redress, both of which are under development by the Special Rapporteur.




