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The United Nations General Assembly held a 
high-level meeting on September 22 to commemo-
rate the 10th anniversary of the adoption of The 
Durban Declaration and Programme of Action at 
the 2001 United Nations World Conference Against 
Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and 
Related Intolerance. The Durban commemora-
tion (also called Durban III) was boycotted by at 
least 15 countries,1 including the United States, 
which announced June 1 that it would not attend 
the meeting, at the urging of a number of U.S. 
legislators. 

The Obama Administration should be commend-
ed for this decision. The symbolism of the boycott 
is important. If the U.S. had attended Durban III, it 
would have lent legitimacy to the proceedings and 
to the original Durban Declaration and its associat-
ed anti-Semitic agenda. However, even though the 
U.S. rightly boycotted Durban III, unless action is 
taken, American taxpayer dollars will help pay for 
the disgraceful conference. The U.S. should com-
plement its boycott by withholding the proportion-
ate U.S. share of the cost of Durban III. 

Ongoing U.S. Opposition to the Durban Dec-
laration. The 2001 U.N. World Conference Against 
Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and 
Related Intolerance (held in Durban, South Africa) 
started as a seemingly well-intentioned effort to 
focus the international community on fighting rac-
ism. However, it was quickly derailed. Those intent 
on condemning Israel and America dominated the 
agenda, the drafting of documents, and the events 

surrounding the conference. Pre-conference drafts 
condemned Israel for allegedly pursuing a rac-
ist Zionist agenda and committing crimes against 
humanity. Nongovernmental organizations exerted 
enormous pressure on the conferees to criticize 
the U.S. for a litany of perceived crimes, includ-
ing widespread racism, a foreign policy that was 

“responsible for racial oppression around the world,” 
denial of economic rights, and refusal to adopt U.N. 
treaties without reservations.2

American efforts to resolve these disputes before 
and during the conference were largely unsuc-
cessful. In the end, the 2001 Durban conference 
degenerated into a noxious series of speeches and 
statements dominated by anti-Semitism and anti-
Americanism. Among other objectionable issues, 
the Durban Declaration associated only Israel out of 
all the world’s nations with racism, eliciting memo-
ries of the notorious 1975 General Assembly Reso-
lution 3379 that determined that “Zionism is a form 
of racism and racial discrimination.” 

When it became obvious that the conference 
would not be a useful venue for combating racism, 
discrimination, xenophobia, or intolerance, the U.S. 
and Israeli delegations walked out. 3
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The 2009 Durban Review Conference (also 

called Durban II) echoed the 2001 conference on 
a number of levels. Countries sought to reaffirm 
the objectionable Durban Declaration and include 
discriminatory references to Israel in the Durban II 
outcome document. However, Durban II also saw 
Muslim countries insert statements into the out-
come document that would support constraints on 
freedom of speech and expression to prevent the 
“defamation of religions.” The Obama Administra-
tion determined that these and other passages in 
the draft outcome document were too objectionable 
to justify America’s participation in Durban II and 
announced that the U.S. would boycott the confer-
ence unless they were changed. Last-minute chang-
es fell short, and the Obama Administration walked 
away from Durban II just as the Bush Administra-
tion did at the first Durban conference in 2001.4

Last fall, the U.N. General Assembly debated 
the idea of holding a 2011 conference commem-
orating the 10th anniversary of the 2001 Durban 
Declaration and affirming the outcome document 
of the 2009 Durban Review Conference. The U.S. 
opposed these proposals in the Third Committee 
(Social, Humanitarian and Cultural)5 and the Fifth 
Committee (Administrative and Budgetary)6 of the 
U.N. General Assembly, but was outvoted. The U.S. 

explained its vote opposing the Durban commemo-
ration unambiguously:

We remain deeply concerned about speech 
that advocates national, racial, or religious 
hatred, particularly when it seeks to incite 
violence, discrimination, or hostility. How-
ever, based on our own experience, the Unit-
ed States remains convinced that the best 
antidote to offensive speech is not bans and 
punishments but a combination of three key 
elements: robust legal protections against 
discrimination and hate crimes, proactive 
government outreach to racial and religious 
groups, and the vigorous defense of freedom 
of expression.…

In addition to these concerns with the reso-
lution, we are also deeply troubled by the 
choice of time and venue for the 10th anni-
versary commemorative event. Just days ear-
lier, we will have honored the victims of 9/11, 
whose loved ones will be marking a solemn 
10-year anniversary for them and the entire 
nation. It will be an especially sensitive time 
for the people of New York and a repeat of 
the vitriol sadly experienced at past Durban-
related events risks undermining the relation-
ship we have worked hard to strengthen over 
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the past few years between the United States 
and the UN.7 

Over U.S. objections, the General Assembly over-
whelmingly voted to approve and provide funding 
for the Durban commemoration.8 

A Justified Boycott. Despite voicing its opposi-
tion to the Durban commemoration in these U.N. 
votes, the Obama Administration did not rule out 
the possibility of participating in the event at the 
time. It was not until June 1, 2011, that Acting 
Assistant Secretary of State Joseph E. Macmanus 
responded to Senator Kirsten Gillibrand (D–NY)9—
who had written a letter in December 2010 to 
Ambassador Susan Rice along with 17 other Sena-
tors urging a U.S. boycott—and informed her that 

“The United States will not participate in the Durban 
Commemoration.”10 

The decision by the Obama Administration to boy-
cott the Durban commemoration was well founded. 
During the Durban commemoration, the General 
Assembly unanimously passed a resolution to: 

Reaffirm that the Durban Declaration and 
Programme of Action, adopted in 2001, 
and the outcome document of the Durban 

Review Conference adopted in 2009, are a 
comprehensive United Nations framework 
and solid foundation for combating racism, 
racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 
intolerance.11

This simple statement places the United Nations 
on record as supporting, in the words of former 
Secretary of State Powell: 

declarations containing hateful language, 
some of which is a throwback to the days of 

“Zionism equals racism;” or supports the idea 
that we have made too much of the Holo-
caust; or suggests that apartheid exists in Isra-
el; or that singles out only one country in the 
world—Israel—for censure and abuse. 12 

The symbolism of a U.S. boycott of Durban III 
was important. If the U.S. had attended the Durban 
commemoration, it would have lent unwarranted 
credibility to the proceedings and legitimacy to the 
Durban Declaration. Even if the U.S. had attended 
only to oppose the sentiments of the Durban Dec-
laration or the statements being made, American 
participation would have implied that the process 
was serious and worthy of debate when, in truth, 
Durban III was intended only to celebrate “the hate-
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ful and anti-Semitic displays of the 2001 Durban 
Conference.”13 

Unfortunately, even though the U.S. boycotted 
Durban III, unless action is taken, American tax-
payer dollars will pay for the disgraceful conference, 
because it is funded through the U.N.’s regular bud-
get—22 percent of which is paid by the U.S. With-
holding America’s proportionate share of the cost of 
the conference from U.S. contributions to the U.N.’s 
regular budget would be a fitting funding boycott 
that would complement the U.S. decision to not 
attend Durban III. 

Be Consistent: Withhold Funding from Dur-
ban. The Obama Administration correctly con-
cluded that the Durban commemoration was too 

objectionable to merit U.S. participation. If a confer-
ence is too objectionable to attend, it should also be 
too objectionable to support financially. Congress 
and the Administration should refuse to support 
Durban III financially by withholding America’s 
proportionate share of the conference from U.S. 
contributions to the U.N.’s regular budget. 
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