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Preface

This volume of essays has been a number of years in the making. The
project originated in discussions in the secretariat of the International
Political Science Association (IPSA) in the mid-1980s about ongoing
controversies over the role of the United Nations that threatened to
weaken the system of international cooperation constructed after
World War II. There were strong calls for reforming the UN system
and it was thought that the international social science community
might make a scholarly contribution to the reform movement by mo-
bilizing an international research team to examine the crisis in multi-
lateralism.

The IPSA initiative was joined by the International Peace Re-
search Association (IPRA), the International Studies Association
(ISA), and the newly formed Academic Council on the United Na-
tions System (ACUNS), and exploratory sessions were held at the
IPSA world congress in Washington, D.C., in 1988 and at the ISA an-
nual convention, organized in cooperation with the British Interna-
tional Studies Association (BISA) in London in 1989.

It was agreed during those meetings that a series of studies of na-
tional policies on the UN system should be commissioned. More than
30 years had passed since the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace had sponsored a similar comparative study of national policies
on the United Nations. While there were some such studies available
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since then, they were scattered and generally lacked comparison. A
comparative study would not only make a positive contribution to
the literature in the international organization field but also, it was
hoped, stimulate continuing research on the issue.

When undertaking the eight studies of state policies in the UN sys-
tem that appear in this volume, authors were asked to cover five main
topics. First, a general review of the historic position of the state on
international organizations and the expectations of the country about
the role of the United Nations. Second, an analysis of the main UN
issues in which the government has had a special interest. Third, the
impact of societal factors (e.g. public opinion and interest groups) on
UN policies. Fourth, how the state actually participates in interna-
tional organizations (e.g. governmental organization at home and in
UN missions, delegate selection, and consultation with regional
groups). Fifth, the position of the state on proposals for UN reform.

With support from the Ford Foundation and the former Canadian
Institute for International Peace and Security, a series of draft studies
were presented at a conference held in Ottawa, Canada, in early
1990. The eight national studies in this volume were originally dis-
cussed at the Ottawa meeting and were revised in late 1993 to take
into account the dramatic changes in the United Nations – and in
international relations, more generally – that have come about with
the end of the Cold War.

At the same time, a second series of national UN studies were pre-
pared in connection with a broad-ranging project on multilateralism
(MUNS, Multilateralism and the United Nations System) sponsored
by the United Nations University (UNU). The second series, like
this volume, has just been published by the UNU Press under the
title State, Society, and the UN System: Changing Perspectives on Multi-
lateralism (ed. Keith Krause and W. Andy Knight). Together the two
volumes provide a significant body of research and a base for con-
tinuing investigation as scholars and statesmen prepare to re-examine
the role of the United Nations in 1995, 50 years after the signing of
the UN Charter.

Transnational research cooperation can be as arduous as it is im-
perative. We are grateful for the perseverance and patience of the
authors of the eight national studies in this book. We were faced not
only with the problems of communicating over far distances but also
with trying to keep up with fast-moving events in the early 1990s.
Like any scholarly enterprise, we were more interested in long-term
persistent trends than in current affairs. But the events that followed
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the end of the Cold War have so fundamentally changed the arena of
international affairs that they could not be ignored as they took
shape.

Change continues, as it always does – and will. But, by the end of
1993, it was none the less possible to identify some of the main trans-
formations that were taking place. It was time to make these studies
available to a broader scholarly community and we are thankful that
the UNU Press agreed to publication at a time when the 50th anni-
versary of the United Nations leads to serious reflection on the
future of international organizations.

We also want to thank the Ford Foundation and the former Cana-
dian Institute for International Peace and Security for their support
of the Ottawa conference, our universities for the facilities that they
have made available to us – the Ohio State University, Dartmouth
College, and the University of Ottawa – and the colleagues who par-
ticipated in the Ottawa conference. In the end, of course, each of the
authors remains responsible for her/his work even while we have all
shared in this common enterprise.

Chadwick F. Alger
Gene M. Lyons

John E. Trent
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Part I
Perspective on the United
Nations





1

The United Nations in
historical perspective

Chadwick F. Alger

The purpose of this introductory essay is to provide the long view – a
historical perspective against which to examine the studies of national
policies on the United Nations that constitute the major part of this
book. The country studies describe the policies that individual mem-
ber states have followed in the United Nations over the years and the
ways in which these policies have been shaped by domestic politics as
well as developments in international relations. They reveal areas of
convergence and divergence among member states and give us a ba-
sis for understanding the opportunities and problems in strengthening
the capacity of the United Nations to enhance multilateral co-
operation at a time of fundamental change in the inter-state system.
But any assessment of the United Nations requires a longer and
wider frame of reference to be meaningful. First, the present United
Nations must be approached from a historical perspective. From the
vantage point of 1994, for example, the League of Nations was
founded only 74 years ago, on 10 January 1920, and the United Na-
tions only 49 years ago, on 24 October 1945. Most of what we know
about multilateral cooperation for solving common problems has
come out of relatively brief experience in these two great labora-
tories, where we have learned from our failures as well as from our
successes. Second, thinking about the role of the United Nations in
the future requires a UN system perspective, including all of the or-
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ganizations of the UN system – and, indeed, going beyond to regional
and other limited membership organizations that are part of the total
network of international institutions through which states cooperate.

The United Nations in historical perspective

The stage on which the drafters of the UN Charter performed was
built during a long historical process through which human inquis-
itiveness, restlessness, and acquisitiveness produced ever-increasing
contacts among human settlements, across ever-longer distances.
The results of this historical process presented opportunities at the
San Francisco Conference that had evolved out of growing experi-
ence in peaceful cooperation among peoples. But there were also
constraints produced by tendencies toward wars of increasing geo-
graphic scope with weapons of rapidly increasing destructive power.

If we look back in time from San Francisco, we readily see that the
United Nations is a child of the League of Nations. It incorporates
important institutional developments of the League, such as an inter-
national secretariat and the growth in importance of economic and
social activities during the relatively brief history of the League. The
United Nations Charter also reflects efforts to gain from League fail-
ures, as in procedures for deployment of military forces by the Secur-
ity Council in response to aggression. While the requirement that no
permanent member of the Security Council vote against such deploy-
ment has, until recently at least, been an overwhelming restraint on
the use of this power, nevertheless the unanimity required in the
League was more stringent than the 9 votes out of 15 required in
the United Nations.

The League too was not wholly a product of its founding confer-
ence, the Paris Peace Conference of 1919. Inis L. Claude considers
the century bounded by the Congress of Vienna (1815) and the out-
break of World War I (1914) as the ‘‘era of preparation for interna-
tional organization.’’1 He discerns three prime sources of the League
of Nations. First, the League Council evolved out of the Concert of
Europe created by the Congress of Vienna, convoked to create a
new Europe out of the ruins of the Napoleonic Wars. Through the
Concert of Europe the great powers made themselves the self-
appointed guardians of the European system of states. The Concert
of Europe met sporadically, some 30 times, before World War I to
deal with pressing political issues. While smaller states were some-
times present at Concert meetings, the Concert was dominated by
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the powerful. The League Covenant provided for a Council with ex-
plicit authority, with the continuity of regular meetings and with
membership of both large and small states.

Second, the League also evolved out of the Hague System, insti-
tuted by conferences in 1899 and 1907. The League borrowed exten-
sively from procedures for the peaceful settlement of conflicts codi-
fied by the Hague System. And the League reflected the Hague
System’s response to growing demands for universality, i.e. that all
states take part in international conferences. In the words of the pres-
ident of the 1907 Hague Conference, ‘‘This is the first time that the
representatives of all constituted States have been gathered together
to discuss interests which they have in common and which contem-
plate the good of mankind.’’2 The notion of universality meant not
only the inclusion of smaller states but also participation by states
outside Europe.

Third, the League also evolved out of international bodies founded
in the nineteenth century, often referred to as public international
unions, to deal with common problems that transcend national boun-
daries. These include the Rhine Commission, established by the Con-
gress of Vienna in 1815, and the Danube Commission, established
in 1848. Other examples are the International Telegraphic Union
(1865), the Universal Postal Union (1874), and similar organizations
dealing with health, agriculture, tariffs, railroads, standards of weight
and measurement, patents and copyrights, narcotic drugs, and prison
conditions. Through these organizations states acknowledged that
problems were emerging that required periodic conferences where
collaborative decisions would be made, to be implemented by secre-
tariats on a day-to-day basis. The League borrowed extensively from
this practice.

If we probe deeper into the past we find, of course, that the forces
that fostered the antecedents of the League also had more distant
beginnings. It is important to take note of these because we some-
times forget them when we emphasize more recent forms of ‘‘inter-
dependence.’’ The industrial revolution in the eighteenth century
dramatically changed the technology of transportation, communica-
tion, and manufacturing. This in turn fostered the need for interna-
tional organizations to deal with problems created by more rapid
transportation and communication and by growth in international
marketing, in importing of raw materials, and in the international in-
terdependence of labour.

Some might say that humanity was placed on an irreversible path

The United Nations in historical perspective
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toward the League and the United Nations even earlier, in the late
fifteenth century, when Europeans began a pattern of worldwide ex-
ploration that eventually led to extensive empires in Africa, Asia, and
Latin America and to Western domination of the world. William
McNeill dates the ‘‘closure of global ecumene’’ as 1500–1650. The
result was to link the Atlantic face of Europe with the shores of
most of the earth. ‘‘What had always before been the extreme fringe
of Eurasia became, within little more than a generation, a focus of the
world’s sea lanes, influencing and being influenced by every human
society within easy reach of the sea.’’3 European-based empires even-
tually led to the creation of a worldwide system of states. In its early
years the United Nations was deeply involved in the creation of inde-
pendent states out of former colonial empires. Much present activity
in the United Nations is concerned with the efforts of these new states
to transcend their economic dependence on the West. In a fundamen-
tal sense the conditions that fomented demands for a New Interna-
tional Economic Order in the 1970s, and for a New World Informa-
tion and Communications Order in the 1980s, have their roots in the
‘‘closure of global ecumene’’ in 1500–1650.

Of course, the creators of ‘‘global ecumene’’ were not the first
builders of empires; they were preceded by the Roman, Greek, Per-
sian, Mongol, Inca, Han, and many others. And the ‘‘global ecu-
mene’’ was preceded by the closure of the ‘‘Eurasian ecumene’’ in
the ‘‘first century (or perhaps earlier), [when] the consolidation of a
Kushan empire forged a link between Parthia and China, completing
a chain of civilized empires that extended all across Eurasia, from the
Atlantic to the Pacific.’’4 Across this vast ecumene McNeill describes
exchange in art and religion, migration of useful plants and animals,
the spread of disease, some technological exchange, and trade. For
example, ‘‘cotton, sugar cane and chickens, all first domesticated in
India, spread to both China and Western Eurasia during this period,
while China contributed apricots and peaches, perhaps also citrus
fruits, cherries, and almonds to Western Eurasia. In exchange, the
Chinese imported alfalfa and a number of vegetable crops, as well as
the Iranian great horses.’’

Thus we see that humankind has long had tendencies to travel, mi-
grate, exchange, borrow, and dominate, and to invent ever new tech-
nologies to broaden the geographic scope of these activities. This has
produced a growing number of international organizations, some 286
international governmental organizations (IGOs) and 4,696 inter-
national non-governmental (non-profit) organizations (INGOs) by
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1992.5 At least 34 of the IGOs and 426 of the INGOs are global in
scope. The autonomous organizations that comprise the United Na-
tions system alone account for 18 of the global IGOs. Although the
UN system was not a necessary descendant of the ‘‘first ecumene,’’
it can be viewed as a natural outcome of human tendencies to extend
contacts and activities to the greatest distance possible, thus creating
the need for permanent international organizations that facilitate co-
operation and problem-solving.

In developing a historical perspective, it is worth remembering
Claude’s depiction of the century between 1815 and 1914 as the ‘‘era
of preparation for international organization.’’ How should we char-
acterize the period between the founding of the League of Nations
(1920) and 1990? Very apt would be the ‘‘era of preparation for
global governance.’’ What have the pioneers in this first era of global
organizations left as their heritage?
– they have achieved universality;
– they have created a network of global organizations responsive to

a growing agenda of global problems;
– they have established a continuous, worldwide presence of this sys-

tem of organizations, in some 134 cities in all continents;
– they have made multilateral decision-making commonplace and

have developed new procedures for achieving consensus;
– they have greatly increased the number of tools available for

peace-building;
– they have identified and have made substantial progress in multi-

lateral definition of a set of fundamental global values, such as
peace, human rights, development, and ecological balance;

– they have made some progress in breaking down barriers between
the people of the world and global governmental organizations;

– they have made limited progress in linking scholars to the UN sys-
tem.
Imagine, if you will, how surprised the founders of the League, or

the United Nations, would be to learn what has emerged from their
initiatives. Imagine, too, how much easier their task would have
been had they been able to approach the future with these achieve-
ments already in place. This imagination will set the stage on which
we will now consider each element in the heritage that we have re-
ceived from the ‘‘era of preparation for global governance.’’ The
‘‘era of competent global governance’’ is still in the future, but we
have come much further than most people realize. The greatest dan-
ger we face in the near future is that we may become so incapacitated
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by dwelling on how far we have to go that we will fail to move for-
ward on the solid stepping stones that have been laid by those who
have gone before.

The achievement of universality

The universality of United Nations membership now seems so ordin-
ary that its significance is often overlooked. At its founding the
League had only 29 members, including 10 from Europe, 10 from
Latin America, and only 9 from all the rest of the world.6 The hope
of League founders that League membership would be universal was
never realized. Although 63 states were eventually members of the
League, there were never more than 58 members at one time.7 The
United Nations has grown from 51 members to 184 members since
its founding. The only state that has not ratified the UN Charter,
other than a handful of very small ones that choose to remain out-
side, is Switzerland. Nevertheless, Switzerland is a member of many
agencies of the UN system.

In achieving universality the United Nations first overcame the ear-
lier exclusion of states that opposed the United Nations coalition in
World War II. Later it admitted many states that were carved out of
former colonial empires in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Oceania.
Not only were these new states admitted to the United Nations simul-
taneously with the acquisition of independence, but the United Na-
tions played a significant role in their relatively peaceful indepen-
dence process. Even before independence, future leaders of new
states, such as Julius Nyerere, testified before the Fourth Committee
of the UN General Assembly and spent many months politicking for
independence in the lounges and corridors of UN Headquarters. Still
later the United Nations quickly accepted the membership of states
created out of the former Soviet Union and several former Yugoslav
republics.

Now that virtual universal membership of states has been achieved,
there is a tendency of some to emphasize its drawbacks, particularly
the fact that all states, despite great disparities in size, have one vote
in UN bodies. These disparities are very great. UN members range in
population from China, with 1 billion people, to over 30 members
with under 1 million people. They range in per capita GNP from
those with a few hundred US$ to some with over US$20,000. They
range from the worldwide reach of missiles, ships, and aircraft of the
United States and Russia to numerous states with little more than
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local police forces. On the other hand, despite the fact that all states
have one vote, there are countervailing factors: China, France, the
United Kingdom, the United States, and Russia have a veto in the
Security Council; the wealthy benefit from weighted voting in the
World Bank and the IMF; and consensual voting procedures have
become more frequent, recognizing that majorities that do not take
into account the wishes of the wealthy and militarily powerful may
not be able to implement their decisions. Also, it cannot be denied
that states with military and financial power use their influence to
win the votes of others. Moreover, countries with great wealth and
many trained people have far greater capacity to represent their in-
terests in UN politics through the assignment of large numbers of
people to UN bodies.

Whatever the difficulties of universality under conditions of one
vote for each state, general acceptance that all states have a right to
sit at the conference tables of humankind is a significant achievement
for the United Nations. Those who worked for universality in the late
nineteenth century would be stunned were they to wander into the
UN General Assembly (or the plenary of any UN agency) and see
an Assembly of 184 members. The same would be true of founders
of the League and the United Nations. If we very arbitrarily assign
these states to five customary regions, there are now 53 from Africa,
42 from Asia, 44 from Europe, 35 from the Americas, and 10 from
Oceania. Of course, elements of the old Concert notion of rule by
the powerful still remain – in the Security Council, in superpower ne-
gotiations outside the United Nations, and in a variety of economic
and financial bodies within and outside the United Nations. Never-
theless, significant progress toward universal participation has been
made.

Appreciation of the significance of universality is enhanced by re-
cognizing that only a few states have embassies in virtually all other
states. Most states have embassies only in the big states, in states in
their region, and in a few others. It is common practice for a single
embassy to be accredited to a number of states. Thus the achieve-
ment of UN universality has had a fundamental impact on possibil-
ities for bilateral, as well as multilateral, contact. And it is an indis-
pensable prerequisite for global problem-solving. States that would
erode the principle of universality, either by withdrawing from UN
organizations or by denying membership to others, are threatening
one of the most precious achievements over the last 74 years. The
opportunity for all states to speak to all others, and the obligation of
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all others to listen, is now widely accepted as a fundamental principle
of the common law of humanity.

A growing system of organizations

Largely as a result of the impact of new technology on all human ac-
tivities, the central governments of states have greatly expanded the
domains of their activity, resulting in a great increase in the number
of governmental bureaux. As these same human activities have
spilled across state borders, states have found it necessary to create
international governmental organizations (IGOs) whose responsibil-
ities mirror the departments of the governments of states. As a result,
the number of IGOs grew from 37 in 1909 to 286 in 1992.8

In addition to the United Nations itself and the International Court
of Justice, in 1945 there were six specialized agencies (established by
separate treaty). By 1992, there were 15 organizations created by and
reporting to the General Assembly, 16 autonomous organizations
(specialized agencies), related to the United Nations by special agree-
ment, and 2 other autonomous affiliated organizations, making a total
of 33 (table 1.1).

Table 1.2 offers a brief snapshot of the scope of UN system func-
tions by alphabetically listing key words in the name of each agency.
This simple list portrays the remarkable functional scope of the UN
system, ranging from atomic energy, to health, labour, meteorology,
telecommunications, and women. Included in this table are a number
of commissions of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC)
through which certain functions that involve a number of agencies
are coordinated, such as narcotic drugs and natural resources. As
would be the case with a similar listing of bureaux of any national
government, this table offers only a partial view. The actual array of
functions and problems covered is much more numerous. For exam-
ple, communications is a significant concern of UNESCO but does
not appear in the organization’s name. Numerous agencies are in-
volved in most of the functions listed, as reflected by the fact that
aspects of health are not only on the agenda of WHO, but also a
concern of the ILO, UNIDO, the FAO, UNESCO, the IAEA, and
other agencies.

Thus the United Nations, through the actions of its members, has
been remarkably responsive to the accelerating need for institutions
for human governance. For example, there has been significant res-
ponsiveness to the need for global organizations for control of the
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spread of nuclear weapons (IAEA) and for protection of the environ-
ment (UNEP) and also in drafting plans for comprehensive gover-
nance for the oceans, in the still not implemented Law of the Sea
Treaty. At the same time, growth in the number of organizations in

Table 1.1 Agencies in UN system

Organizations created by and reporting to the General Assembly
Office of the United Nations Disaster Relief Coordinator (UNDRO)
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat)
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
United Nations Conference on Trade & Development (UNCTAD)
United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM)
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR)
United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East

(UNRWA)
United Nations University (UNU)
United Nations International Research & Training Institute for the Advancement of

Women (INSTRAW)
World Food Council (WFC)
World Food Programme (WFP)

Specialized agencies
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD)
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO)
International Development Association (IDA)
International Finance Corporation (IFC)
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)
International Labour Organization (ILO)
International Maritime Organization (IMO)
International Monetary Fund (IMF)
International Telecommunication Union (ITU)
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO)
Universal Postal Union (UPU)
World Health Organization (WHO)
World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO)
World Meteorological Organization (WMO)

Other autonomous affiliated organizations
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)

The United Nations in historical perspective
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the UN system has been responsive to the interests and needs of new
members, particularly those arising out of the self-determination
movement in the third world. In this case, third world countries have
believed that existing organizations have not served their needs and
have used their voting majority to create new agencies. Examples are
the creation of UNCTAD as a response to dissatisfaction with the
Bretton Woods ideology of GATT and the creation of UNIDO as a

Table 1.2 Primary functions of UN agencies

Function Agencya

Atomic energy IAEA
Children UNICEF
Civil aviation ICAO
Crime prevention and criminal justice ECOSOC commission
Development IBRD, IDA, IFC, UNDP
Disaster relief UNDRO
Education/science/culture UNESCO
Environment UNEP
Food/agriculture FAO, IFAD, WFC, WFP
Health WHO
Human rights ECOSOC commission
Human settlements UNCHS
Industrial development UNIDO
Intellectual property WIPO
International standards of accounting and

reporting ECOSOC commission
Labour ILO
Maritime IMO
Meteorology WMO
Monetary IMF
Narcotic drugs ECOSOC commission
Natural resources ECOSOC commission
Peace-keeping/observation UNFICYP, UNDOF, UNIFIL, etc.
Population UNFPA
Postal UPU
Refugees UNHCR, UNRWA
Research/training UNITAR, UNU
Telecommunications ITU
Trade/development UNCTAD
Trade/tariffs GATT
Transnational corporations ECOSOC commission
Transport of dangerous goods ECOSOC commission
Women UNIFEM, INSTRAW

a. See appendix for full names of organizations.
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result of dissatisfaction with the attention given to third world indus-
trialization by the International Labour Organization and other UN
agencies.

There is a tendency in some quarters to dwell on the financial costs
of new agencies and the difficulties of coordination that they create
for the UN system. On the other hand, when our concern is to iden-
tify potential for the enhancement of global cooperation in the future,
we must look upon growth in the UN system with considerable ap-
preciation. Since no global problem respects state borders, the diffi-
culties confronted in coping with these problems would be much
greater were the UN system not already struggling to develop organi-
zations whose geographic reach is as broad as the geographic scope of
problems to be confronted.

A broadening geographic presence

The fact that governmental activity seems to require one central
headquarters while at the same time it must appear to belong to all
whom it serves has frequently been a problem for all levels of govern-
ment. In some states, such as the United States and Brazil, new cap-
ital cities have even been created in response to this problem. For a
system of global governance, the problem is even more difficult. It
would seem that legitimacy for the system requires that headquarters
be scattered. Multiple headquarters also offer options for transferring
activities in times when specific headquarters may not offer a hospit-
able site for dealing with certain issues. One example would be the
rapid movement of the UN General Assembly to the UN headquar-
ters in Geneva in 1990 when the United States government prevented
the leader of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), Yasser
Arafat, from addressing the General Assembly in New York.

When New York became the headquarters for the newly founded
United Nations, the old League headquarters in Geneva became a
second headquarters city for the UN system, with special significance
for economic and social activities. At the same time the new Interna-
tional Court of Justice took over the headquarters of its predecessor,
the World Court, in the Hague. But there are now UN agencies in 14
other cities, as indicated in table 1.3. Specialized agencies now also
have headquarters in Berne (UPU), London (IMO), Montreal
(ICAO), Paris (UNESCO), Rome (FAO, IFAD), Vienna (UNIDO),
and Washington (IFC, IMF, IDA, IBRD). Headquarters of other
agencies are located in Nairobi (UNCHS, UNEP), Rome (WFC,
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WFP), Santo Domingo (INSTRAW), Tokyo (UNU), and Vienna
(UNRWA). The presence of UN headquarters in these 13 cities en-
hances the global legitimacy of the UN system and extends its poten-
tial for direct contact with different societies and regions. But the po-
tential gained from the geographic spread of headquarters is still
limited by the fact that most headquarters are located in North
America and Europe. Few are located outside these two areas: the UN
Environment Programme and UN Centre for Human Settlements (Nai-
robi), the UN Women’s Organization (Santo Domingo), and the
United Nations University (Tokyo). But the United Nations has es-
tablished a presence in four additional cities through the headquar-
ters of regional economic commissions in Baghdad, Bangkok, Addis

Table 1.3 Headquarters in the UN system

Addis Ababa
ECAb

Baghdad
ESCWAb

The Hague
ICJ

London
IMOa

Rome
FAOa

IFADa

WFC
WFP

Bangkok
ESCAPb

Montreal
ICAOa

Santiago
ECLACb

Berne
UNPa

Nairobi
UNCHSa

UNEP

Santo Domingo
INSTRAW

Geneva
GATTa

ILOa

ITUa

WHOa

WIPOa

WMOa

UNCTAD
UNDRO
UNHCR
UNCHS
UNEP
ECEb

New York
United Nations
UNDP
UNFPA
UNICEF
UNITAR

Paris
UNESCOa

Tokyo
UNU

Vienna
IAEAa

UNIDOa

UNRWAa

Washington
IFCa

IMFa

IDAa

IBRDa

a. Specialized agencies and other autonomous organizations (created by separate treaties)
within the system. All other agencies created under the authority of the General Assembly.

b. Regional commissions.
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Ababa, and Santiago. (The fifth regional headquarters is located in
Geneva.)

The global reach of the UN system is extended beyond these 17
cities by offices in 117 others, making a total of 134 cities. Included
in this presence in many cities are 17 peace-keeping and observer
missions, UNDP offices, UN Information Centres, and field offices of
UNICEF, UNRWA, UNHCR, and other organizations. This pres-
ence of the UN system in 134 cities reflects a significant evolution of
the role and activities of global organizations since the founding of
the League. These organizations were initially created as places
where representatives of states came together to debate matters of
common interest. But as they developed an array of field operations,
these organizations have found it necessary to dispatch representa-
tives, and a diversity of technical experts, to their member states.

Procedures for multilateral decision-making

Joint decision-making by states with sovereignty (at least in legal
terms) has always presented problems in international organizations.
Deferring to the reality of state sovereignty, the League Covenant
required unanimous decisions. The UN Charter departed from this
tradition by requiring a two-thirds majority in the General Assembly
on ‘‘important questions’’ and a simple majority on others, including
matters of procedure. The Security Council requires 9 of 15, or three-
fifths. Of course, on substantive questions the Charter requires ‘‘the
concurring votes of the [five] permanent members’’ of the Security
Council. The work of the Security Council has been greatly facil-
itated by an interpretation of this clause to mean that abstention
or absence of a permanent member does not prevent passage of a
resolution.

One of the most significant contributions of the United Nations has
been to make multilateral decision-making an ordinary occurrence.
This has been accompanied by the development of written and un-
written procedures for calling meetings, for electing officers, for pub-
lic debate, for private negotiations, and for relations with press,
IGOs, and INGOs.9 Much of this activity is carried out by perma-
nent missions of states located at headquarters of UN agencies; in
Dag Hammarskjöld’s judgement, they ‘‘may well come to be re-
garded as the most important ‘common law’ development . . . within
the constitutional framework of the Charter.’’10 Thus, the partici-
pants at headquarters of UN agencies have evolved new procedures
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and permanent institutions for exchanging views, debating, and
reaching agreement. It is a shortcoming of most works on interna-
tional relations and international organizations that they barely men-
tion these developments.

Much attention has been given by the media in the West to so-
called ‘‘automatic voting majorities’’ through which third world ma-
jorities can pass resolutions that sometimes cannot be implemented
because these majorities do not include the states with the power
and resources required for carrying out the resolutions. Certainly this
is sometimes a problem in UN bodies. On the other hand, approaches
have been developed to deal with this problem that merit more atten-
tion than they receive. In fact, voting in most UN bodies is the excep-
tion rather than the rule. A high percentage of decisions are taken by
consensus. Often a consensus reflects the fact that a resolution is non-
controversial. On the other hand, elaborate procedures have been
developed, through UN practice, for bringing consensus out of deeply
conflictual situations.11 For example, a study of voting in the UN
General Assembly reveals that 52 per cent of the 320 resolutions
adopted in 1986 were accepted without a vote, and 12 per cent of
those voted upon received no negative votes. Thus, 64 per cent of
the resolutions adopted (a total of 204) were adopted without a neg-
ative vote.12

Increasing success in the attainment of consensus in General As-
sembly resolutions is reflected in the fact that in 1986 an average of
80 member states voted in favour of adopted resolutions, the highest
in the history of the United Nations, with an average of only five neg-
ative votes.13 On the other hand, resistance of a few states to the gen-
eral move toward consensual decision-making is reflected in the fact
that ‘‘resolutions with a single negative vote went from a low of 12%
in 1979 and 1980 to 27% in 1986.’’ The willingness of the United
States to stand alone is revealed by the fact that it cast the lone neg-
ative vote 98 times in the 1980s, twice as many as all the other UN
members combined. ‘‘That averages out to 16.3 times a year since
1981, as opposed to 2.7 times in the late 1970s.’’14

It is important to recognize that UN decision-making is a multi-
layered process in which public debate is only the tip of the ice-
berg.15 Certainly public debate is indispensable. Here public declara-
tions are made that are targeted to a variety of audiences – perhaps
the press, the public at home, the opposition at home, or even the
home government, which must be assured that instructions were ex-
plicitly carried out. The public debate is also useful in highlighting
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different viewpoints and in revealing which states share these views.
But a consensus, or even two-thirds of the votes, often cannot be
achieved by public debate alone. This usually requires negotiations,
carried out by a few representatives of significant points of view, in
a more intimate setting outside the public arena. Here mediators
schooled through vast experience in UN decision-making often
make a consensus possible.

Skilled chairpersons of public meetings know how to orchestrate a
dialogue between the public and private arena – prodding the private
negotiations when useful, playing for time when it is needed by allow-
ing seemingly useless public statements to go on and on. Often the
whole process is monitored and creatively helped by members of the
Secretariat, who not only have a vast background in the subject mat-
ter but also have acquired a feel for where an eventual consensus
might be pulled out of a seemingly impossible array of conflicting
viewpoints.

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (LOS),
completed in 1983 after a decade of negotiations, can be examined
for insight on what has been learned about decision-making in the
UN system since the drafting of the Charter. In the assembly of the
International Sea Bed Authority (ISBA), as in the UN General As-
sembly, each member has one vote and decisions on issues of sub-
stance require a two-thirds vote. The council also requires a two-
thirds vote but has a more stringent requirement of three-quarters
for nominations to the governing board of the Enterprise, the seabed
mining arm of the Authority.

The attainment of consensus in the ISBA assembly is facilitated by
provisions for a five-day delay on issues of substance, which can be
required by one-fifth of those voting. The council has more elaborate
procedures. A consensus is required (1) for actions that would pro-
tect less developed countries that are land-based mineral producers,
(2) for rules for seabed mining, (3) for rules for sharing profits from
mining by the Enterprise, and (4) for amendments to the treaty. A
consensus is defined as the absence of formal objection. If a consen-
sus is lacking, a Conciliation Committee is created that is required
to report to the council within 14 days. If no consensus has been
achieved, the Conciliation Committee must report the reasons.

The treaty also provides for the representation of specific interests
on the council. This reflects further development of provisions in the
UN Charter for the representation of both big powers (permanent
members) and smaller powers on the Security Council and of govern-
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ing powers and non-governing powers on the Trusteeship Council.
Half of the 36-member council of the ISBA is to be composed of rep-
resentatives from states having specific interests: four from states with
the largest investment in the seabed, four from states that consume
over 2 per cent or import over 2 per cent of minerals mined in the
seabed, four from states exporting minerals mined in the seabed,
and six from less developed countries with these special interests –
landlocked, large population, major importers or potential producers
of minerals mined in the seabed, or least developed. The other 18
members are to be apportioned so as to ensure equitable geographic
distribution of council membership.

The point we are trying to make is not that these provisions of the
LOS Treaty will necessarily improve on UN Charter procedures for
representation for attainment of consensus. Rather, the significance
is to underline the value of the UN as a laboratory for development
of new procedures for decision-making and dispute settlement. It is to
be regretted that there are states that are inhibiting the rapid estab-
lishment of the new institutions called for by the treaty. These would
permit significant new experiments in the UN laboratory for the im-
provement of multilateral governance.

Creation of new tools for peace-building

During the last 70 years the League of Nations and the United Na-
tions have demonstrated remarkable creativity in expanding the ar-
ray of available tools for peace-building and in experimenting with
these tools (fig. 1.1).16 The League of Nations Covenant was essen-
tially an effort to strengthen Diplomacy (1) by adding Peaceful Settle-
ment (4) of disputes (through mediation, conciliation, and the World
Court), to replace Balance of Power (2) with Collective Security (3),
and to create procedures for Disarmament and Arms Control (5).
These approaches emphasize the use of, and control of, violence in
the pursuit of peace, sometimes referred to as ‘‘negative peace.’’

Practice under the League, and some of the lessons of World War
II, contributed to the drafting of the UN Charter in 1945. Signifi-
cantly, these three approaches were again incorporated into the
United Nations Charter in 1945, although with some changes, partic-
ularly strengthening of collective security. But by far the greatest dif-
ference between the Covenant and the Charter is the fact that those
assembled at San Francisco added three peace strategies: ‘‘Func-
tional’’ Cooperation (6) on economic and social issues, Self-Determi-
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nation (7), and Human Rights (8). These approaches, in contrast to
the earlier three, emphasize the creation of peaceful economic, so-
cial, and political relationships, sometimes referred to as ‘‘positive
peace.’’ The new Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) was
based on the experience of the ILO and the growth in functional ac-
tivities of the League during its brief history. The Trusteeship Coun-
cil continued League supervision over the treatment of colonies
seized by the victors in war, but it was the Declaration Regarding
Non-Self-Governing Territories (Chapter XI) that opened the way
for future self-determination advances under the Charter. And the
mention of human rights seven times in the Charter, including the
second sentence of the preamble, was a dramatic departure from the
League Covenant.

The United Nations has now existed more than twice as long as the
League. As our most significant peace laboratory, the present UN
system of organizations reflects very significant learning since its
founding. We have learned that collective security, actually a form
of deterrence, is as dangerous as any other deterrence strategy if it
fails. The application of collective security in the Korean War, in
which we tottered on the edge of World War III, taught us this. On
the other hand, Peace-keeping (7) forces are a useful new invention.
With the UN Emergency Forces positioned between Egypt and Israel
as prototypes (UNEF I, 1956–1967; UNEF II, 1973–1979), peace-
keeping forces have usually patrolled a neutral zone along a cease-
fire line, employing only small arms in self-defence.

UN forces dispatched in 1992 have been plunged into much more
complicated situations involving civil war and ethnic strife. In order
to cope with these kinds of challenges the Secretary-General has
urged the creation of peace-enforcement units. These would ‘‘be
more heavily armed than peacekeeping forces and would need to
undergo extensive preparatory training within their national forces.
Deployment and operation of such forces would be under the author-
ization of the Security Council and would, as in the case of peace-
keeping forces, be under the command of the Secretary-General.
[The Secretary-General considers] such peace-enforcement units to
be warranted as a provisional measure under Article 40 of the Char-
ter.’’17 Thus, as the United Nations faces new challenges, it is groping
toward the development of a new peace tool that lies somewhere be-
tween peace-keeping and collective security.

Table 1.4 lists the 17 peace-keeping and observer missions in place in
late 1993. Remarkable is the rapid creation of four operations in 1991,
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two in 1992, and six in 1993, with geographic reach from Cambodia,
to Iraq–Kuwait, Somalia, Yugoslavia, Angola, Western Sahara, and
El Salvador. But the long duration of the UN presence in India/Paki-
stan, Cyprus, and the Middle East none the less signifies that we still
have not mastered blending peace-keeping activity and peaceful set-
tlement of the disputes that produced the need for peace-keeping.

Functional collaboration has flowered as the UN system has devel-
oped agencies that cope with a broad array of global issues, such as
health, refugees, labour, education, clean water, communications,
balance of payments, and housing. Self-determination has been one
of the United Nations’ greatest success stories, as it has assisted a
multitude of states in Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean to indepen-
dence and immediate UN membership.

With respect to human rights, under UN auspices the states as-
sembled have drafted standards for human life on the planet through
the Declaration of Human Rights, Covenants on Civil and Political
Rights, and on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and an array
of other treaties on genocide, women’s rights, elimination of racial
discrimination, rights of children, rights of labour, environment, hun-
ger and malnutrition, religious discrimination, and many others.

Table 1.4 UN peace-keeping forces and observer missions, November 1993

MINURSO United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara,
1991–

ONUMOZ United Nations Operation in Mozambique, 1992–
ONUSAL United Nations Observer Mission in El Salvador, 1991–
UNAMIR United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda, 1993–
UNAVEM II United Nations Angola Verification Mission II, 1991–
UNDOF United Nations Disengagement Observer Force (Golan Heights),

1974–
UNFICYP United Nations Peace-keeping Force in Cyprus, 1964–
UNIFIL United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon, 1978–
UNIKOM United Nations Iraq–Kuwait Observation Mission, 1991–
UNMIH United Nations Mission in Haiti, 1993–
UNMOGIP United Nations Military Observer Group in India and Pakistan,

1949–
UNOMIG United Nations Observer Mission in Georgia, 1993–
UNOMIL United Nations Observer Mission in Liberia, 1993–
UNOMUR United Nations Observer Mission Uganda–Rwanda, 1993–
UNOSOM II United Nations Operation in Somalia II, 1993–
UNPROFOR United Nations Protection Force (Yugoslavia), 1992–
UNTSO United Nations Truce Supervision Organization (Palestine), 1948–
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Table 1.5 provides a selected list of declarations and treaties that now
provide global standards for human relations. Fortunately, the exis-
tence of these standards has now raised our expectations for fulfil-
ment; unfortunately, progress in implementation of these standards
has been very slow. But this should not prevent us from celebrating
the tremendous achievements of the drafters of these new norms for
human aspiration.

With the attainment of self-determination by states created by col-
onialism, the number of third world states in the United Nations
grew to over 100. The difficulties in achieving successful functional
cooperation in a United Nations in which wealth and resources are
so unequally distributed soon became apparent. Thus began the ef-
fort to narrow the gap through Development (10) programmes in the

Table 1.5 Selected documents providing global standards for human relations

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights
1949 Right to Organize and Collective Bargaining Convention
1951 United Nations Convention of Refugees
1952 Convention on the Political Rights of Women
1960 Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and

Peoples
1965 International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrim-

ination
1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; and Optional Protocol
1970 Declaration on Principles of International Law Concerning Friendly Rela-

tions and Cooperation Among States in Accordance with the Charter of the
United Nations

1972 Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment
1974 Declaration and Programme of Action on the Establishment of a New Inter-

national Economic Order
Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States, Resolution 3281 (XXIX) of

the General Assembly
Universal Declaration on Eradication of Hunger and Malnutrition

1978 Draft Declaration on Fundamental Principles Governing the Contribution of
the Mass Media to Strengthening Peace and International Understanding
and to Combating War Propaganda, Racialism and Apartheid

1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women

1981 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimi-
nation Based on Religion or Belief

1987 Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment

1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child

Perspective on the United Nations

22



third world. Despite significant successes in some locations, the gap
between the rich and the poor of the world continued to grow,
at the same time that the world economy became increasingly inter-
dependent.

As worldwide systems for exploitation of resources, production,
marketing, and communications reached ever more intrusively into
the most distant human settlements and rural areas, the peacelessness
of population explosion in urban shantytowns in third world cities
provoked a searching dialogue on the meaning of development. This
debate shifted the focus from development projects in third world
countries to the inequities in the international economic system. A
debate that began in the General Assembly grew into a UN Confer-
ence on Trade and Development, to an UNCTAD organization, to a
demand for a New International Economic Order (NIEO). In 1974
this campaign for International Economic Equity (11) produced a
Declaration for an NIEO, A Plan of Action for an NIEO, and a
Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States.

Third world frustration over the unwillingness of the industrialized
countries to conduct global negotiations over an NIEO contributed to
demands for International Communications Equity (12) and emer-
gence in the 1980s of the third world demand, centred in UNESCO,
for a New World Information and Communications Order (NWICO).
The domination and control of worldwide communications by media
corporations based in cities in the industrialized countries mirror
those of transnational corporations for resource exploitation, produc-
tion, and marketing. As a consequence, third world leaders complain
that control of worldwide communications by corporations in Europe
and North America prevents the people in the industrialized coun-
tries from learning about the actual condition of third world peoples
and the reasonableness of demands for an NIEO.

One could say that demands for an NIEO and an NWICO not only
offered fuller understanding of the meaning of development, but in
turn illuminated the full meaning of self-determination. Without
changes in an international economic and communication system
whose roots reach back into the days of colonial empires, the self-
determination process will not be completed.

At the same time, the global dialogue on the meaning of develop-
ment has challenged assumptions about the conditions under which
functional cooperation could contribute to peace. It had been as-
sumed that functional organizations such as UNESCO could provide
arenas for collaboration among technical experts who would be iso-
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lated from political controversy. Bringing issues such as the NWICO
into UNESCO has been viewed by some industrialized countries as
‘‘politicization’’ of agencies that should remain apolitical. But, to
many in the third world, continued collaboration among technicians
was intolerable so long as worldwide economic and communications
structures were inequitable. From their perspective, this structure,
and its impact on the outcome of functional cooperation, is an appro-
priate concern for agencies such as UNESCO. This dialogue has
caused us to think in a more penetrating way about the relevance of
equitable economic and communications relationships to fruitful
functional collaboration in dealing with global problems.

Questions of Ecological Balance (13) too can be seen as evolving
out of global debate on the meaning of development. Ecological
problems became a prominent issue on the agenda of the UN sys-
tem, beginning with the UN Environment Conference in Stockholm
in 1972. The initiative came from the industrialized countries, and at
first the environment was perceived to be their issue. Initially the
third world even suspected that environmental initiatives from the
industrialized countries were a covert strategy for preventing third
world development. But by the time of the UN Conference on Envir-
onment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, en-
vironmental issues were perceived to be a concern of people from all
parts of the world. A new UN Commission on Sustainable Develop-
ment (CSD) is now leading the search for meanings of development
that can include ecological balance. At the same time, the squalor,
disease, and death that result from destruction of the human habitat
are increasingly judged to have the moral equivalence of similar
peacelessness produced by weapons of war.

As new technology has enabled humankind to exploit more exten-
sively the depth and the breadth of the commons (atmosphere, space,
oceans, and the two polar regions), this activity becomes an ever
greater threat to peace – threatening war, environmental disaster, in-
equitable sharing of resources of the commons, and inequitable ac-
cess to the transportation and communications potential of the com-
mons. Thus Governance for the Global Commons (14) has emerged
as a significant dimension of peace. The most significant event in the
struggle to develop peaceful governance for the commons has been
the drafting of the UN Law of the Sea Convention (1982). The con-
vention sets territorial limits, and provides regulations for ocean tran-
sit, for sharing of resources in and under the oceans, for control of
pollution, and for scientific research. The convention also applies les-
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sons that have been learned in the UN laboratory since the Charter
was drafted. These include new approaches to representing interests
on international decision-making bodies, procedures for developing a
consensus before voting on controversial issues, and new approaches
for the settlement of disputes.

Our brief overview has revealed remarkable progress in fashioning
tools that are now available for enhancing peace and well-being in
the twenty-first century. Not only have Functionalism, Self-determi-
nation, and Human Rights been supplemented by Economic Devel-
opment, Economic and Communications Equity, Ecological Bal-
ance, and Governance for the Commons, but these new themes have
deepened our insight on neglected dimensions of earlier approaches.
We now understand better the full meaning of self-determination, as
we have learned about its economic and communications dimensions.
We now have insights on the ecological aspect of human rights. At
the same time, the Law of the Sea Treaty has provided creative new
kinds of conflict-resolution procedures.

Multilateral definition of values

It is very important that the tools that have been enumerated have
largely been created in UN laboratories in which representatives
from virtually all states have participated – rich and poor, large and
small, powerful and vulnerable. This great diversity of perspectives
has often produced acrimonious debates. But the product has been
deeper understanding of values such as peace, development, human
rights, and ecological balance. Now it is widely agreed that peace
must encompass both negative peace (i.e. stopping killing by bombs
and guns) and positive peace (i.e. preventing loss of life and human
capacity through social structures that are responsible for death and
incapacity brought on by poverty, lack of health care, and malnutri-
tion). Thus it is now widely accepted that war is but one kind of
peacelessness. In most years, poverty causes more death, suffering,
and human incapacity than does war.

At the same time, a global dialectic has challenged earlier tenden-
cies to assume that development necessarily means acceptance of
Western development models, by raising concern for equity, self-reli-
ance, and basic needs for involved people. This dialectic has dimin-
ished the earlier gap between economic development and politics as
a result of an increasing belief that the people themselves must de-
cide what their basic needs are.
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The placing of civil and political rights first in the UN Universal
Declaration on Human Rights signified the fact that these rights
tended to be given priority immediately after World War II. But an
increase in the number of third world states was accompanied by
greater emphasis on economic, social, and cultural rights such that
increasingly it is understood that progress in the two domains of hu-
man rights must move together. At the same time one now frequently
hears that international peace and a life-supporting environment are
human rights because without them all other rights would be mean-
ingless.

Thus, as we approach the twenty-first century, we can apply what
we have learned in global dialogue about the meaning of peace (and
peacelessness), development (and maldevelopment), human rights
(and inhumaneness), and ecological balance (and pollution).18 We
have learned that in different circumstances people are inclined to
emphasize different aspects of these basic human values and that
those involved in efforts to advance them globally must be respon-
sive to different viewpoints. We have also learned that all four values
are interdependent. When one pursues each to its wider implications
one soon intersects the others. For example, the pursuit of non-vio-
lence eventually leads to human rights, and the pursuit of human
rights eventually leads to development. From this I conclude that
the pursuit of peace and human fulfilment in the twenty-first century
will require a continuing global dialogue on the meaning of basic va-
lues. For purposes of explicitness and simplicity, we might say that we
have learned that peace in its broadest sense includes non-violence,
economic well-being, social justice, and ecological balance. Some-
times these four values complement each other and sometimes they
seem to be contradictory. A global political process with wide partic-
ipation is required in order to decide how all of these basic values can
be maximized at any point in time.

Non-governmental organizations

The ideology of the state system tends to wall people off from the
United Nations. This ideology asserts that a small politico-military
élite in each state will take care of ‘‘foreign affairs,’’ including rela-
tions with the United Nations. This ideology assumes that ‘‘foreign
affairs’’ requires very special competence and experience not pos-
sessed, or attainable, by ‘‘ordinary people’’ – only a small élite can
define the ‘‘national interest.’’ This ideology, widely accepted by the
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people themselves, even in the democracies, inhibits participation
and thus prevents most people from learning about ‘‘foreign affairs.’’
As a result, most people in the world know little about the UN system
and its vast array of activities. And, cut off from the people, it is diffi-
cult for the United Nations to be responsive to peoples’ needs world-
wide.

As the United Nations attempts to deal with global problems, there
are contradictions between its basic structure and the tasks it is called
upon to perform. It is fundamentally a union of states founded to pre-
serve the system of states. Its relationships with the peoples of the
world are normally carried out through state officials, who naturally
wish to preserve the prerogatives of states, including their own posi-
tions in the state system. Compounding the difficulty is the fact that
UN officials have often received their training and early experience
in the foreign affairs establishments of states, and often look forward
to returning to these establishments. The élitist traditions of these in-
stitutions inhibit the development of long-term dialogue with people
for assessing needs, defining solutions, and acquiring the widespread
legitimacy that permits implementation of programmes.

The point here certainly is not that state officials are necessarily
less concerned about serving peoples’ needs than are UN officials.
Rather the point is that state officials tend to be trapped in ‘‘foreign
affairs’’ establishments with traditions that inhibit their responsive-
ness to these needs, particularly when international cooperation is
required. The consequences of these traditions are dramatically re-
vealed by the fact that these state politico-military bureaucracies de-
vote 100 times more to military expenditures than they contribute to
the UN system.

Of course, the state system has not been impervious to changes
that permit wider participation. Obvious is the great growth in inter-
national non-governmental organizations (INGOs), from 176 in 1909,
to 832 in 1951, to 4,696 in 1992.19 These figures include only perma-
nent organizations, with rotating headquarters and officers and with
membership and financial support from at least three countries. In
this century the involvement of non-governmental organizations,
both national and international, with international governmental
organizations (IGOs) has been increasing. The International Labour
Organization (ILO), founded in 1919, was a trailblazer in its tripartite
form of representation, including labour and management, as well
as national governments, in its deliberations. The League Charter
charged members ‘‘to encourage and promote the establishment and
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cooperation of duly authorized voluntary national Red Cross organi-
zations’’ (Article 25). Responsive to pressure from representatives of
non-governmental organizations present at the San Francisco Confer-
ence, the United Nations Charter provides that ‘‘The Economic and
Social Council may make suitable arrangements for consultation with
non-governmental organizations which are concerned with matters
within its competence’’ (Article 71). In pursuit of this clause, some
non-governmental organizations may speak before the Council and
many others have observer status. UNESCO has a similar arrange-
ment under Article XI of the UNESCO Constitution, and other UN
agencies have similar provisions.

In the early years of the United Nations there was a tendency for
many INGO observers at the United Nations to perceive their role as
limited to communicating information about the United Nations to
their members, and to developing support for the United Nations
within their countries. But, through the years, INGOs, and some of
their national counterparts (NGOs) present at the United Nations,
have taken a more assertive role in UN politics. INGO and NGO rep-
resentatives attending UN meetings increasingly lobby with state rep-
resentatives for specific proposals and also propose to them resolu-
tions for UN bodies. And through their national organizations they
coordinate this effort with pressure on national governments. It is
widely recognized that constant prodding by INGOs and NGOs has
been a significant factor in UN human rights achievements.20 The sig-
nificance of these efforts was recognized when Amnesty International
was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Another example is the success-
ful transnational campaign against infant formula marketing practices
in the third world that led to the creation by the World Health As-
sembly of standards for marketing infant formula.21 INGOs and
NGOs have also played important roles in the United Nations’ re-
sponse to the needs of refugees.22 Media attention to INGOs and
NGOs reached its zenith with their participation in the UNCED con-
ference in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. More than 1,400 were accredited to
the official conference and many more participated in the parallel
Global Forum.

Important in the increasingly active role of INGOs in the UN sys-
tem has been the creation, and growing activity, of coalitions of IN-
GOs and NGOs represented at headquarters of UN organizations.
A prominent example is the Conference of Non-Governmental Organ-
izations in Consultative Status with the UN Economic and Social
Council (CONGO), active in Geneva and New York. Dramatic evi-
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dence of the growing importance of non-governmental organizations
has been their participation in special UN conferences on global is-
sues. On these occasions they have published their own newspapers,
and have run their own conferences concurrently with the inter-state
UN conference. In a major departure from tradition, representatives
of INGOs were permitted to address the plenary of the Second UN
Disarmament Conference. Also reflective of a new style of non-
governmental participation was the successful activity of Canadian or-
ganizations at the World Food Conference in Rome. Through a tele-
phone network in Canada they brought pressure on the Canadian
government in Ottawa to authorize Canadian government represen-
tatives in Rome to increase the Canadian pledge for food aid. At the
same time, some third world NGOs are developing strategies for pre-
serving local self-reliance while simultaneously collaborating with
their own national government and external INGOs and NGOs.23

Despite the remarkable transformation that has taken place in the
political style of some non-governmental organizations active in the
UN system, their influence is still very limited. A limiting factor is
the fact that INGOs tend to be federations of national organizations
and national organizations involved in UN issues often do not have
strong grass-roots participation in their activities. This is because the
ideology of the state system has tended to inhibit grass-roots involve-
ment in global issues. There is a tendency for the ‘‘foreign’’ policies
of national NGOs to be made by a small élite in the national head-
quarters of the organization. In turn, it is this small élite that repre-
sents the organization at the United Nations and in an INGO. Thus,
to some degree the ideology of the state system is reflected in non-
governmental participation in that system. For the most part there
are not organized avenues through which the grass roots can have ac-
cess to the UN system. This access tends to be centred on national
governments and on a small cosmopolitan sector of each society
that has developed interest and competence in world affairs and is
pioneering in developing new avenues for non-governmental in-
volvement.

Despite deeply ingrained traditions of the state system that inhibit
‘‘ordinary people’’ from participating in global issues, there are grow-
ing signs of transformation. Amnesty International has local chapters
in a multitude of cities working for the release of specific political
prisoners in other countries. Anti-apartheid legislation, calling for
disinvestment in corporations doing business in South Africa, was
passed by provinces, cities, and towns, and also by universities. In-
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creasingly people from many cities and towns are visiting other coun-
tries in order to see for themselves the actual conditions contributing
to international conflict, tension, and arms races. In effect, there has
emerged, although in small scale, a ‘‘people’s foreign service.’’ In the
Western industrialized countries a ‘‘development education’’ move-
ment is producing growing insight on the relationship between life-
styles in these countries and quality of life in the third world. Cities,
towns, and provinces are declaring themselves nuclear-free zones.
Churches are challenging the policy of states by offering sanctuary
for those who are faced with deportation, although they fear their
lives may be in danger if they return to their country of origin.

Much of this activity is centred in the industrialized countries but
there are parallel tendencies in the third world.24 Fishermen from
countries of South-East Asia have joined together to prevent destruc-
tion of their fishing grounds by polluting industries. No longer do
people accept as inevitable the sale to transnational corporations of
land vitally needed for food production. Increasingly it is understood
that the acquisition of local self-reliance requires comprehension of
the involvement of the local community in the global political econ-
omy. There is even a growing awareness of common interests be-
tween consumer groups and the ‘‘Greens’’ in the industrialized coun-
tries and self-reliance movements in the third world.

Some scholars in both industrialized countries and the third world
perceive transformation potential in these developments. Two Swed-
ish economists, Mats Friberg and Bjorn Hettne, see a worldwide
‘‘Green’’ movement emerging that rejects ‘‘mainstream development
thinking’’ in which ‘‘the state is always seen as the social subject of
the development process.’’ Instead, from the Green perspective, they
see that ‘‘the human being or small communities of human beings are
the ultimate actors. The state can at most be an instrument of this
ultimate actor.’’25 They believe that the ‘‘Green project’’ neces-
sitates ‘‘stronger institutions on the global and local level,’’ and de-
emphasis of the state.

Writing out of experience with the grass-roots Lokayan movement
in India, D. L. Sheth perceives a ‘‘new mode of politics arising across
regional, linguistic, cultural and national boundaries. It is inclusive
of peace and anti-nuclear movements, environmental movements,
women’s movements, movements for self-determination of cultural
groups, minorities and tribes, and a movement for reassertion of
non-Western cultures, techno-sciences and languages.’’26 He dis-
cerns that this new politics is ‘‘not constricted by the narrow logic of
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capturing state power.’’ Rather, Sheth discerns the need for new in-
sight on micro–macro linkage. He concludes: ‘‘It is the dialectic be-
tween micro-practice and macro-thinking that will actualize a new
politics of the future.’’27

At this point it would be very difficult to prophesy where growing
transformation in micro–macro linkage will lead us. One reason is
that the idea that informed, purposeful action at the grass roots
could shape global politics is so new to us. Indeed, the prevailing
ideology of the state system has long made this possibility unthink-
able. Yet transformations in the technology for human contact world-
wide are producing new possibilities. Up to now these technologies
have largely been under the control of states and corporations, but
new visions for grass-roots participation are suggesting ways in
which many local places can become dynamic nodes in global affairs.

Growing transformation in the participation of the grass roots in
world affairs is offering significant new potential for state officials
and UN system officials grappling with global problems. But this po-
tential can be utilized only if these officials take a more open-ended
view of the global system in which states and the UN system are ac-
tors. States and the United Nations deserve much credit for providing
the world with new standards for human relations on the planet. Now
they must permit the state system and the UN system to adapt in
ways that are necessary for the fulfilment of these standards. A new
world system, with far greater participation from the grass roots,
could be emerging. The effective engagement of the grass roots is
vitally necessary if an array of global problems is to be solved.

By underlining the significance of grass-roots participation for a fu-
ture world system competent to handle global problems we do not
wish to imply that grass-roots movements necessarily have better
solutions, or that local leaders are more dedicated to the fulfilment
of human development than are state or UN officials. All have an in-
dispensable contribution to make from their territorial perspective.
But it is necessary for all to permit a world system more responsive
to human needs to grow out of a dialectic between representatives
of local, state, and global organizations.

Scientists, scholars, and the UN system

The United Nations has always been inhibited from fulfilling its pro-
grammes and goals because the scientific talent of the world is largely
at the service of large corporations and powerful states. Much of this
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talent is engaged in the development of military technology and in
the development of products for corporations. Even research that is
focused on ‘‘foreign affairs’’ and global problems tends to concen-
trate on state interests and contributes little to knowledge needs of
the UN system. In particular, in research on global problems there is
a glaring neglect of the actual programmes and potential contribu-
tions of UN organizations.

At the same time, scholars in the mainstream of international rela-
tions research and teaching have been inhibited from contributing to
the development of global institutions by their acceptance of the
ideology of the state system. This power politics view of the world,
parading as ‘‘realism,’’ has tended to label real progress in global
human cooperation as ‘‘idealism.’’

The United Nations system has, nevertheless, made important con-
tributions to the development of worldwide scientific communities.
Vital has been the support of UNESCO for the activities of world
organizations for individual scientific disciplines, and in some cases
for their establishment. A union of worldwide associations in the
physical and natural sciences, the International Council of Scientific
Unions (ICSU), was formed in 1912. There is a similar union of inter-
national social science organizations, the International Social Science
Council (ISSC), formed in 1952. ICSU has fomented a number of
worldwide collaborative efforts, such as the International Geophysi-
cal Year and International Years of the Quiet Sun. The ISSC has de-
veloped multidisciplinary issue groups on peace and on technological
change, youth, and employment. In all of these activities, UNESCO
has been particularly helpful in supporting participation by third
world scholars.

Because of limited resources, the United Nations lags far behind
states and corporations in its ability to acquire the services of scien-
tists. Nevertheless, through small contracts, consultations, and confer-
ences, organizations such as the WHO, FAO, ILO, and others have
attempted to bring relevant knowledge to bear on UN problems. A
shortcoming, of course, is that these scientists spend most of their
time working on problems defined by states, corporations, and foun-
dations. Sometimes these problems are defined in ways useful to the
United Nations, but often they are not.

The creation of UNITAR and of the United Nations University
(UNU) are significant efforts through which the United Nations has
attempted to establish separate research institutions, parallel to
those created by many states. Among the contributions of UNITAR
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have been efforts to improve evaluation of UN development projects,
future studies, and studies of the role of non-governmental organiza-
tions in the UN system. An important programme has been training
for new delegates to United Nations bodies. Most have been trained
in the practice of diplomacy in the traditional diplomatic system and
require training in multilateral diplomacy, particularly in the custom-
ary practice and rules of procedure for specific UN bodies.

The United Nations University has given the UN system additional
capacity to bring relevant knowledge to bear on UN problems and to
make scholars cognizant of these problems from a global perspective.
The UNU has been particularly creative in developing sustained
worldwide working groups and networks of scholars who work to-
gether in defining problems and proposing solutions appropriate to
the UN context. As with all UN knowledge acquisition activities we
have been describing, the UNU is severely constrained by its limited
financial resources. For the most part scholars involved in UNU pro-
jects are making available to the UNU knowledge generated out of
projects sponsored by other institutions. Nevertheless, the sustained
work together by scholars coming from different traditions is point-
ing the way towards common solutions that take into account differ-
ent cultural and ideological perspectives. And involvement in the
UNU is broadening the global perspective of participating scholars.

Whether working in the context of the UN system or outside, the
greatest challenge for scholars is to help IGOs, INGOs, states, aspir-
ant states, and more local communities to develop visions that illumi-
nate ways in which a diversity of actors can collaborate in the devel-
opment of a world system more responsive to human needs. These
visions would draw heavily on the potential already revealed in trans-
formation taking place – in local movements, in the style of INGO
activity, and in the UN system. But this will require that more
scholars overcome the constraints that the ideology of the state sys-
tem imposes on their perception of contemporary world politics and
their visions of the future.

Conclusion

We have argued that ‘‘the era of preparation for global governance’’
(1920–1990) has provided us with significant potential that can now
be employed in creating ‘‘the era of competent global governance.’’
The four foundation supports of this potential for global governance
are (1) the participation of virtually all states (universality), (2) in a

The United Nations in historical perspective

33



network of organizations that are attempting to cope with many of
the increasing functions of governance, (3) that have a global geo-
graphic presence, and (4) that are involving a growing number of IN-
GOs and NGOs. From this widely dispersed laboratory for global
governance, four additional prerequisites for global governance
have emerged: (5) new tools for peace-building have been invented,
(6) basic values for global governance are being defined, (7) accept-
able standards for multilateral decision-making have been evolved,
and (8) limited progress has been made in linking the UN system to
a global network of scholars.

It is now vital that what has been achieved be widely recognized
and valued and that this potential for global governance be strength-
ened. First, very challenging is the need to ensure that the meaning of
universality employed in the UN context be responsive to changing
world conditions. Although the United Nations has indeed achieved
universality from one perspective, the states that are currently mem-
bers of the United Nations do not represent all the nations of the
world. Despite its great successes as a facilitator of independence for
‘‘trust and non-self-governing territories,’’ the United Nations has not
yet come to grips with the inevitable continuing fulfilment of self-
determination. This difficulty was foretold in paragraph 6 of the 1960
General Assembly Declaration on the Granting of Independence to
Colonial Countries and Peoples:

Any attempt aimed at the partial or total disruption of the national unity
and the territorial integrity of a country is incompatible with the purposes
and principles of the Charter of the United Nations.

While recognizing the political necessity of this statement in 1960,
there is deep irony in the acceptance of states created by colonial
powers by a Declaration of Independence to Colonial Countries and
Peoples. Of course, one could argue that peaceful change requires
one step at a time and that any effort to redraw state lines might
have indefinitely delayed any representation of colonial peoples in
the United Nations. But it would seem that the time has now come
for the United Nations to begin to deal more creatively with a new
generation of self-determination aspirations. This will certainly be
difficult because the United Nations is a trade union of existing states
that tend to band together to preserve the status quo. But this is
nothing new. The same conservatism that put the prerogatives of
states above the aspirations of peoples held back self-determination
movements in the past. Yet, in the end, the pursuit of peace, wide-

Perspective on the United Nations

34



spread belief in the right of self-determination, and world opinion
overcame the tendencies of states to preserve the status quo.

Lee C. Bucheit urges the world community to endeavour ‘‘to main-
tain the underlying force of the self-determination principle and yet
minimize the dangers to international peace and security by con-
centrating upon a method of ascertaining legitimate claims of this
kind.’’28 The calculation of legitimacy would require ‘‘balancing of
the internal merits of the claimants’ case against the justifiable con-
cerns of the international community expressed in its calculation of
the disruptive consequences of the situation.’’29 Obviously the devel-
opment and implementation of a legitimation standard would be ex-
ceedingly difficult. On the other hand, Bucheit persuasively concludes
that ‘‘it is wiser, and in the end safer, to raise secessionist claims
above the present ‘force of arms’ test and into a sphere in which
rational discussion can illuminate the legitimate interests of all con-
cerned.’’30 The tragic consequences of the disintegration of the Yu-
goslav state underline the need for a UN system for evaluating self-
determination claims and for imposing responsibilities on new states.
Might the Trusteeship Council be replaced with a Self-Determination
Council, toward the broader fulfilment of Chapter XI of the Charter?
Might this body even be a council of experts serving in their individ-
ual expert capacity? Such a body would monitor all situations where
it is deemed possible that self-determination claims (for either greater
autonomy or independence) are likely to emerge.

Perhaps a more hospitable environment for the next era of self-
determination fulfilment will come as the people of the world, and
even leaders of states, assess more critically the meaning of sover-
eignty in the present world. Sovereignty, in the sense of indepen-
dence from external influence, has declining significance in the
world. Sovereignty of states in this sense is now largely a myth – a
myth shared by both those who wish to hold existing states together
against unwilling self-determination movements and those who are
fighting to create new ‘‘sovereign’’ states. The kind of ‘‘sovereignty’’
people need in today’s world is control over factors that influence
their daily lives, such as unemployment, poverty, pollution, and the
threat of nuclear annihilation. This requires not independence, in
the sense of separation from the rest of the world, but widespread
opportunity for participation in decisions that affect the daily lives of
people everywhere. These include decisions made in a diversity of
UN agencies that deal with a panoply of global issues.

Perhaps the next breakthrough in self-determination will reflect the
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fact that a single kind of entity, the territorial state, is not able ade-
quately to represent all interests in world assemblies. It will be recog-
nized that different kinds of territorial groups require different kinds
of access to world bodies, and that it is not necessary for all to be
present everywhere. For example, Alaska and Siberia might in the
future be represented in a new UN Economic Commission for the
Pacific, and perhaps even in the Second Committee of the General
Assembly. But they might continue to be represented by the United
States and Russia in the Disarmament Commission and in the First
Committee of the General Assembly.

Second, we need more creative visions of the characteristics of a
global system of organizations that would be responsive to the needs
of global governance. There is still a tendency to employ the central-
ized state model in evaluating the performance of the UN system,
although this model is obviously not appropriate. It is particularly im-
portant that visions of a competent system of organizations include
concern for the geographic location of global headquarters, regional
headquarters, and country activities. We need to know more about
the impact of headquarters locations on legitimacy and about the im-
pact of headquarters locations on the competence of a system of
organizations to be responsive to global needs. Does new communi-
cations technology present new opportunities for effectively operating
widely scattered agencies?

It is also important that visions of a competent system of global
organizations include sustained relationships between IGOs, IN-
GOs, and NGOs. Both the legitimacy and the competence of global
governance requires sustained dialogue between global interests and
activities (both governmental and non-governmental) and those of
states, provinces, cities, and towns. Under the banner of ‘‘Think Glo-
bally and Act Locally,’’ local groups in many communities through-
out the world are attempting to cope with global issues through local
initiatives for disinvestment in corporations doing business in South
Africa, for nuclear-free cities, and for the freeing of political prison-
ers in distant countries. The emergence of these local initiatives in
support of global visions offers striking evidence that people in
many parts of the world are beginning to sense that they have an in-
evitable part to play in global governance. This makes it necessary to
reconceptualize the roles of the farflung UN information, develop-
ment, and even peace-keeping and observational activities. They
must also be viewed as means for permitting a diversity of kinds of
representation in the UN system. No doubt this kind of thinking will
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be seen as a challenge to the sovereignty of states. On the other hand,
the realities of global problems such as environment and poverty in-
dicate that strategies created by IGOs cannot succeed without wide-
spread local support and participation. Therefore, a diversity of local
governmental and non-governmental interests is a necessary element
of global governance.31

Third, probing inquiry is needed to ascertain the financial needs of
this system of organizations. It is obvious that the financial resources
available to the UN system are woefully inadequate. But what cri-
teria should be used in estimating what is adequate? Certainly the
tendency of large contributors to keep budgets from growing simply
because they reject the notion of paying more is undermining the util-
ization and development of potential for global governance. It is ob-
vious too that an effective system of world governance is not possible
when over one-half of the payments by members come from volun-
tary contributions. At the same time, the tendency of a few illegally
to withhold contributions to activities that do not have their ap-
proval must give way to the practice of most members who accept
assessments as obligatory.

Fourth, it is vital that the fundamentals for global governance that
have emerged out of the League and UN laboratories, consisting of
an interlocking set of tools for peace-building, basic values for global
governance, and standards for multilateral decision-making, be more
widely disseminated and applied. They are in a certain sense the
emerging common law for global governance. Fundamentally, they
recognize that peace, in the now widely accepted broad usage of
that term, is multidimensional, embodying non-violence, human
rights, economic well-being, and ecological balance. The lack of
knowledge about and/or acceptance of this common law is retarding
the fulfilment of potential for global governance.

Fifth, if the ‘‘era of competent global governance’’ is to become a
reality, scholars have an indispensable role to play. Their task is espe-
cially challenging because the percentage of international relations
scholars specializing in international organizations is rather small.
Perhaps this is why we have tended to be less energetic than we
could be in challenging the ideology of the power politics main-
stream by illuminating the real achievements of global cooperation
in the UN system. Because many of us tend to focus on specific issue
areas, such as human rights, peace-keeping, and economic develop-
ment, we have neglected to present a holistic view of emerging UN
potential. At the same time, too few of us have made INGOs and
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NGOs an integral part of our work. And we have neglected to give
attention to the significance of the gap between the people of the
world and UN institutions. It is hoped that the publication of this
book is a sign that a more dynamic transnational community for
United Nations scholarship is emerging. For scholars to produce re-
search that is truly useful for an ‘‘era of competent global gover-
nance’’ their community of exchange and debate must be as broad
and diverse as that of the United Nations itself.

Appendix: United Nations acronyms

ECA Economic Commission for Africa
ECE Economic Commission for Europe
ECLAC Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
EP Expanded Programme for Technical Assistance (merged into

UNDP)
ESCAP Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific
ESCWA Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia
FAO Food and Agriculture Organization
GATT General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
IAEA International Atomic Energy Agency
IBRD International Bank for Reconstruction and Development
ICAO International Civil Aviation Organization
ICJ International Court of Justice
IDA International Development Association
IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development
IFC International Finance Corporation
ILO International Labour Organization
IMF International Monetary Fund
IMO International Maritime Organization
INSTRAW International Research & Training Institute for the Advancement of

Women
ITU International Telecommunication Union
ONUCA UN Observer Group in Central America
ONUVEN UN Mission for Verification of the Electoral Process in Nicaragua
SF Special Fund (merged into UNDP)
UNAVEM UN Angola Verification Mission
UNCDF UN Capital Development Fund
UNCHS UN Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat)
UNCTAD UN Conference on Trade and Development
UNDOF UN Disengagement Observer Force
UNDP UN Development Programme
UNDRO Office of the UN Disaster Relief Coordinator
UNEP UN Environment Programme
UNESCO UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
UNFICYP UN Peace-keeping Force in Cyprus
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UNFPA UN Population Fund
UNGOMAP UN Good Offices Mission in Afghanistan & Pakistan
UNHCR Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees
UNICEF UN Children’s Fund
UNIDO UN Industrial Development Organization
UNIFEM UN Development Fund for Women
UNIFIL UN Interim Force in Lebanon
UNIIMOG UN Iran–Iraq Military Observer Group
UNITAR UN Institute for Training and Research
UNMOGIP UN Military Observer Group in India and Pakistan
UNRWA UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near

East
UNTAG UN Transition Advisory Group for Namibia
UNTSO UN Truce Supervision Organization in Palestine
UNU United Nations University
UPU Universal Postal Union
WFC World Food Council
WFP Joint UN/FAO World Food Programme
WHO World Health Organization
WIPO World Intellectual Property Organization
WMO World Meteorological Organization
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2

Competing visions: Proposals
for UN reform

Gene M. Lyons

In his opening essay, Chadwick Alger has provided an historical per-
spective – the long view – on the evolution of international organiza-
tions.1 We have (to borrow a phrase) come a long way, however dis-
organized and chaotic world politics may seem at any particular
moment in time. Projected over the long term, Alger’s essay illumi-
nates signs of an international consciousness and a set of interna-
tional norms that influence the behaviour of governments. There is,
as he suggests, a ‘‘potential’’ for global governance in which the
United Nations plays a central role. It is a potential, moreover, that
has been given momentum by the dramatic events that brought
about the end of the Cold War in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
While the years of fierce East–West antagonism had in effect under-
mined the UN Charter provisions for a collective security system, the
collapse of communism and the breakdown of the Soviet Union now
released the Security Council from the limits imposed by the constant
threat of great power veto. Other international issues had also often
been framed in the context of superpower rivalry, which distorted
their reality and weakened the possibility of agreement on how to
tackle them. North–South differences, based on economic disparities
and the distrust that comes from relations of dominance and depend-
ency, remain severe obstacles to cooperation on a range of interna-
tional issues, but they have at least become unburdened of the influ-
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ence of the Cold War. In the long run, there may be grounds for opti-
mism in anticipating an increasing role for the United Nations in
meeting the requirements of global governance.

Over the short term, the prognosis is nevertheless mixed. On the
one hand, the Security Council has been unusually active in the last
few years, authorizing as many peace-keeping missions since 1986 as
it had in the previous 40 years. Now operating with the unanimity of
the five permanent members, the Council brought the two sides in the
Iran–Iraq war to the negotiating table, monitored the transition of
Namibia to full independence, coaxed the antagonistic factions in
Cambodia into an agreement to accept UN administration of the
country during a period of national consolidation, provided a frame-
work for organizing a broad-based coalition to respond to the Iraqi
invasion of Kuwait, and entered into a whole new complex of hu-
manitarian and military operations in response to the collapse of
civil society in Somalia and the dismemberment of what had been
Yugoslavia.

In many respects, these operations have extended the United Na-
tions ‘‘beyond the Charter’’ into new areas of peace and security.
For that matter, international peace-keeping was an innovation
under the Charter, emerging from what came to be called ‘‘Chapter
61

2,’’ a series of operations that were not specified in the Charter but
lay between methods for the peaceful settlement of disputes in Chap-
ter VI and provisions for collective enforcement in Chapter VII. As it
evolved during the first 40 years of UN experience, however, peace-
keeping was generally limited to the agreed-upon stationing of UN
forces between two sides to a conflict to enhance their negotiating a
settlement to their quarrel. The more recent military operations have
widened UN responsibilities. They now extend along a spectrum
from monitoring danger spots before the outbreak of violence and
providing police protection for the conduct of democratic elections
and the distribution of humanitarian assistance to the actual enforce-
ment of cease-fire agreements not only between states but also be-
tween warring factions within states.

The expansion of Security Council activity is enhanced by a grow-
ing consensus that the United Nations is the major instrumentality
that the international community has to respond collectively to
threats to international peace and security. This is the good news in
terms of the future of global governance. But the expansion has
equally provoked a series of questions. Are member states willing to
provide the kind of support that is required, including the commit-
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ment of their military forces under UN command? Is the composi-
tion of the Council – and particularly the five permanent members –
sufficiently representative of the international community that its ac-
tions will be seen as the legitimate expression of the common will?
How far can the Council interpret what constitutes threats to interna-
tional peace and security before intervening into matters that are (in
terms of Article 2, paragraph 7, of the Charter) essentially within the
domestic jurisdiction of member states? Questions like these are not
easily answered and yet have great significance for the capacity of the
United Nations to act effectively.

At the same time, relations between North and South remain
strained, with the 1980s now seen as a ‘‘lost’’ decade for develop-
ment. There are also persistent questions about the relevance of the
United Nations to the problems of growth and stability in the world
economy. The unity and the ardour of the South in calling for a re-
structuring of international economic relations in the 1970s have col-
lapsed. Concessions dragged out of the North to open export markets
and increase development assistance have been only weakly imple-
mented, and the countries of Eastern Europe now compete with the
South for investment from the major donors in the North. Some de-
veloping countries, especially those in East Asia, have been drawn
into the world economy through their incorporation into the major
trading blocs centred in the United States, the European Union, and
Japan. But others continue to be burdened by huge debts that eat up
a major part of their export earnings. Most tragically, the least devel-
oped countries remain mired in struggling economies that are often
further weakened by internal rivalries, political corruption, burgeon-
ing population growth, and overwhelming misery among many of
their people. At the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and De-
velopment, the North seemed to make their problems even worse by
refusing to agree to any major financing facility to help developing
countries meet the costs of complying with new environmental stan-
dards.

In the eyes of many developing countries, the world has not
changed. The unanimity of the permanent members of the Security
Council is perceived not necessarily as a return to the principles of
the Charter but rather as evidence that the great powers are deter-
mined to dominate the international system and use the United Na-
tions as an instrument of their own national interests. By the same
token, the annual session of the General Assembly – where the devel-
oping countries carry a majority under the formula of one nation–one
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vote – has been reduced to meaningless and repetitive debate as the
industrialized countries concentrate decisions on economic growth
and stability in the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund where they retain effective control, in meetings of the exclusive
Group of 7 industrialized countries and the ‘‘Paris clubs,’’ and in the
negotiations under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade,
where their commercial power permits them to establish the terms
of trade for the whole world. If East–West tensions have abated,
North–South relations in the United Nations have become more
complex and more tendentious.

The extent to which the United Nations can play an increasingly
important role in the evolution of ‘‘global governance’’ is thus a mat-
ter of some conjecture. The end of the Cold War only further drama-
tized questions about the capacity of the United Nations that had
been raised in the mid-1980s. Hampered, at the time, by the conver-
gence of both East–West and North–South antagonisms, the organi-
zation had become stalemated and seemed increasingly incapable of
mobilizing any collective response to important world problems. The
dilemma was recognized by the Secretary-General in his report to the
General Assembly in 1986, when he wrote that ‘‘[r]egrettably . . . the
United Nations [is] subjected to a crisis challenging its solvency and
viability.’’ The immediate crisis had been precipitated by the failure
of member states, and especially the United States, to pay their obli-
gated contributions; the organization was strapped for funds (and,
several years later, continues to operate in a state of impending finan-
cial distress). But, more than just the financial shortfall, the Secre-
tary-General recognized a deeper need for ‘‘the strengthening and
revitalization of the present structure of multilateral institutions . . .’’
and went on to explain:

Various factors have contributed to the present difficulties of many multilat-
eral organizations. We are still adjusting to the new and uneasy distribution
of forces in the world resulting from the Second World War, from the revo-
lution of decolonization, from demographic and technological changes, from
the mixed patterns of development and, of course, from the advent of nu-
clear weapons.2

The end of the Cold War has essentially added to the dilemma pos-
ited by the Secretary-General; it has not solved it. If anything, it has
raised the stakes. The United Nations still has to deal with disparities
in development, the legacies of imperialism, threats of environmental
deterioration, and human rights violations while taking on the added
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burdens of an expanded role in maintaining international peace and
security. More than ever, the United Nations needs strengthening to
serve effectively in an international system in which governments in-
creasingly organize their political and economic relations through a
highly decentralized complex of multilateral arrangements. Over the
years, the Charter has proved to be a flexible document, permitting
the United Nations, however limited, to respond to new problems as
they developed. When the original provisions for collective security
were weakened by superpower rivalry, for example, the United Na-
tions developed a peace-keeping role that was widely supported.
When the European-dominated colonial systems began to fall apart,
the United Nations provided considerable stability to the process of
decolonization by the support the vast majority of its members gave
to political independence and by the place that the organization itself
offered to new states to pursue their interests in international rela-
tions. The question now remains whether the Charter can accommo-
date the added problems that have come with the end of the Cold
War and whether member states will support changes to strengthen
the organization to take on new security responsibilities as well as re-
form the economic and social programmes that were the principal tar-
get of criticism in the mid-1980s. The major purpose of this chapter is
twofold: to review proposals that have been made since the mid-
1980s for reforming the United Nations; and to develop guidelines
for UN reform that can then be assessed against the policies of mem-
ber states that constitute the major portion of this book. Will member
states support strengthening the United Nations?

The United States’ challenge to the United Nations

When the General Assembly met in September of 1986, it had the
usual long agenda with issues (many hardy perennials) ranging from
conflict in the Middle East and apartheid in South Africa to strategies
for economic development and the codification of international law.
But major attention focused on a more mundane issue entitled:
‘‘Review of the efficiency of the administrative and financial function-
ing of the United Nations.’’ The issue had long been hovering over
the organization. It was now forced on the agenda by the threat of
the United States to reduce its contribution unless voting procedures
could be changed to give greater weight to major contributors. Over
the years, other members had been delinquent in paying their as-
sessed contributions and some had held back payments from specific
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programmes that they did not support. But the US action was partic-
ularly significant both because the United States, assessed at 25 per
cent of the regular budget, is the largest contributor to the United
Nations and because any change in the method of voting threatened
the principle of the sovereign equality of all member states, em-
bedded in the one state–one vote formula.

The financial crisis brought on by the United States’ action was
more than a challenge to the financial status of the United Nations,
however. It was also part of an ideological attack on multilateral or-
ganizations by the Reagan administration, which had taken office in
1981 and was driven by deep resentment against the loss of control
that the United States had suffered all during the 1970s when the de-
veloping countries, backed by the Soviet Union, had rammed the
New International Economic Order (NIEO) through the General As-
sembly. The NIEO was viewed by American neo-conservatives, who
dominated the administration, as international sanctioning of state
control of economies and a raid on first world treasuries.3 The third
world saw the NIEO redressing a balance in global economic rela-
tions that had become historically biased in favour of the industrial-
ized countries. Other industrialized countries did not go quite as far
as the United States in resisting demands. For one thing, most were
less uncomfortable with a state role in the economy and, in the case
of former colonial powers, more understanding of the problems of
developing countries. Nevertheless, all major contributors to the UN
budget had been pressing for reductions in the UN budget and the
consolidation and rationalization of new economic and social pro-
grammes that had grown up, project by project, without careful plan-
ning, many swept in by the third world majority over the objections of
the industrialized states.

Throughout the fall months, debate focused on the report of a
group of 18 experts that had been set up a year earlier at the insis-
tence of major donors, and particularly the United States, to present
recommendations for ‘‘improving the . . . functioning of the Organiza-
tion.’’4 The Assembly had no difficulty in unanimously supporting a
series of recommendations by the Group of 18 for severely cutting
back UN staffing at the top levels and simplifying what had become
very cumbersome procedures for dealing with the organization’s busi-
ness. There was less success in finding a procedure that would satisfy
the United States’ demand for weighted voting in the UN budgetary
process. The expert group itself had been split on the issue, finally
presenting three options, which had been discussed with none gain-
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ing their full support. The ball was thrown back onto the main play-
ing field.

The compromise that was worked out was to provide for consensus
voting when the projected programme for the next financial period is
reviewed for programme content by the Committee for Programme
and Coordination (CPC). Proposed programmes move from the
CPC to the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary
Questions (ACABQ) for financial and administrative review. During
the Assembly itself, the programme and budget are then reviewed by
the Fifth (Financial) Committee on their way to the General Assem-
bly for approval. Consensus voting at the CPC stage gave the United
States (which, as a major power, always has a seat on the 21-member
CPC) a virtual veto without forcing a revision to the principle of one
state–one vote in the Charter. The problem was that it also gave a
veto to every other member of the CPC. The Iraqi Ambassador em-
phasized the risks of consensus if it was applied too broadly:

If every Member of the Assembly or of any group has to vote positively for
everything, consensus means something worse than weighted voting; it
means transferring the veto of the five permanent members of the Security
Council to others – going back to the League of Nations where every mem-
ber of the Council . . . had a veto.5

In the end, the formula stood. Whatever may have been the views
of the members of even the United States’ delegation about the po-
tential dangers of consensus, they were faced with a mandate to
which they had to find an answer if the assessed contribution of the
United States was to be appropriated by the Congress. At the same
time, the practice of consensus voting had become widely prevalent
in the United Nations as a practical way of avoiding North–South di-
visions on many issues. Indeed, the chief United States’ representa-
tive reminded the Assembly that both the CPC and the ACABQ
‘‘have traditionally taken their decisions by consensus.’’6 The differ-
ence was that the requirement for consensus was now made explicit
under what some members considered to be conditions of duress.

The limits of reform

The mandate of the Group of 18 (G18) was deliberately limited. It
was called upon to recommend immediate measures to meet the fin-
ancial crisis that had been accelerated by the United States’ threat to
withhold a substantial part of its contribution. The Group was created
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at the end of the 40th General Assembly and worked during the early
part of 1986 to try to develop a series of recommendations. The
Secretary-General had already had to begin to cut back expenditures
by freezing appointments and taking emergency measures to curtail
administrative activities. A major purpose of the Group’s report was
thus to support the actions that the Secretary-General had taken. But
it also specified further cuts at the higher levels of the Secretariat,
which it found to be ‘‘too top-heavy,’’ ‘‘too complex,’’ and ‘‘too frag-
mented,’’ and recommended a sharp reduction in meetings and con-
ferences and in service costs and new facilities.7

Beyond its mandate, the Group of 18 was limited by other factors.
Its time was short and it was caught up in the controversial issue of
voting procedures, on which there were deep differences. The Group
was chosen to represent broad constituencies among UN members
and many of the 18 were members of national delegations. They
could not therefore completely play the part of disinterested ‘‘ex-
perts.’’ Their major contribution was, in effect, political: to demon-
strate, especially to the United States, a willingness to undertake
drastic cuts in the short term and a genuine determination to begin a
process of reform. Thus, their report left major issues largely unre-
solved. They could recommend, for example, only that a longer-
range study of ‘‘the inter-governmental structure in the economic
and social fields’’ be carried out and urged that the Secretary-
General assume ‘‘greater leadership in personnel matters,’’ espe-
cially to ensure that ‘‘the selection of staff is done strictly in accord-
ance with principles of the Charter.’’ Major reform was left un-
answered.8

Besides the Group of 18, the UN financial crisis led to a private
initiative on reform by Sadruddin Aga Khan and Maurice Strong,
both of whom had served in high-ranking UN positions: Prince Sad-
ruddin as UN High Commissioner for Refugees and Strong as director-
general of the UN Environment Programme and, more recently, as
UN Coordinator for relief operations in Africa. What they had in
mind was the convening of a group that included experts who were
knowledgeable and experienced but not restricted by holding official
positions. They accordingly commissioned a separate study of UN
financial problems by George Davidson, a former Under Secretary-
General for Administration, and convened a consultative meeting to
review his findings.9 Not only did several members of the Group of
18 attend the final review, but the Davidson study was made avail-
able to them before they completed their report. It thus served as

Perspective on the United Nations

48



additional material in the deliberations of the Group of 18, as well as
a set of separate proposals that were subsequently more broadly cir-
culated in order to contribute to the longer process of reform.

In dealing with the immediate need to find cuts in the budget, Da-
vidson, like the Group of 18, emphasized over-staffing at the top
echelons, excessive and repetitive meetings, and the need to com-
bine functions and staff services. But, more broadly, he suggested
that the regular budget, to which UN members contribute in accor-
dance with their obligations under the Charter, could not be exam-
ined without also looking at the budgets of closely related economic
and social programmes to which governments contribute on a volun-
tary basis. These principally include the UN Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP), the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), UNICEF,
the World Food Programme, and the UN Environment Programme
(UNEP). For the year 1986, these so-called extra-budgetary pro-
grammes amounted to $1.25 billion, as compared with the regular as-
sessed budget of some $700 million.

Davidson argued that the UN Secretariat continued to carry a
number of functions under the regular budget that could reasonably
be charged to extra-budgetary programmes or, in some instances, to
specialized agencies that have independent budgets of their own.
There was, in effect, a broader base within which to absorb current
costs and, where functions could not be cut, their costs might be
transferred to operating programmes to which they are related. Tak-
ing this wider perspective means more than shifting charges for con-
venient budgetary purposes, however. It reflects the changes in the
United Nations over the years, the increase in programme activities,
the decentralization of operations, and the general unwillingness of
governments to apply fixed assessments to funding operational pro-
grammes. What Davidson recognized was that ‘‘governments prefer
to direct their contributions to . . . programmes which they them-
selves select as deserving of their support.’’10 The principle of volun-
tary contributions could, of course, be carried too far and deprive the
United Nations of an assured base of financial support as an obliga-
tion of membership. But taking a broader view of the organization
and its budget provided a more comprehensive basis for coping with
the immediate shortfall and projecting more long-range changes in
how the United Nations functions. The scope of UN activities had
dramatically expanded since 1945 and certainly justified an increase
in the UN programme and budget. But the expansion often led to
tasks that Davidson called ‘‘marginal activities’’ and ‘‘incremental
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tasks [added] . . . without full consideration of whether they are sus-
ceptible to meaningful international action.’’11

The Davidson study also took a bolder approach to the question of
contributions. Davidson pointed out that the choice was not only be-
tween the principle of one state–one vote and weighted voting. There
were other alternatives. The most significant was to reduce the max-
imum percentage that any member could pay from 25 per cent to 15
per cent or 10 per cent of the budget. A reduction to 15 per cent
would affect only the US contribution, while a reduction to 10 per
cent would also affect the contribution of Japan, which is slightly
above that figure. Making up the difference, moreover, would not re-
quire heavy increases if it were distributed over a number of middle-
sized states and there were limitations on the growth of the UN
budget. The proposal to limit any single contribution to 10 per cent
had actually been advocated by Sadruddin Aga Khan and Maurice
Strong almost a year earlier.12 The immediate effect would be to
free the United Nations from the very substantial reliance on the con-
tribution of a single member. But Prince Sadruddin and Strong also
argued that, by assuming more of the financial responsibility,
middle-sized states might also be encouraged to play a bigger role in
the United Nations. ‘‘The United Nations,’’ they explained, ‘‘is often
their principal diplomatic outlet.’’ They therefore have an incentive,
which would now be backed by their more important financial role, in
rationalizing the structure of the organization and actively supporting
long-term changes to make it more effective.

The Nordic UN project

‘‘Middle-sized states’’ have always played a special role in the United
Nations, which has given them a platform to exert a greater influence
in international relations than might otherwise be the case. For one
thing, they carry a good deal of credibility in the United Nations:
they do not pose a threat to the weaker states, they can run interfer-
ence for stronger countries whose policies are suspected to be self-
serving, and, perhaps most importantly, they can provide material
and human resources required to implement programmes. The con-
tribution of the so-called ‘‘middle powers’’ has been notable over
the years in manning UN peace-keeping forces, but has been no less
significant in economic and social programmes, to which they have
been consistent contributors. It was not therefore surprising that,
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among the ‘‘middle powers,’’ the Nordic countries – Denmark, Nor-
way, Sweden, and Finland – decided to take a direct part in reforming
the United Nations by establishing the Nordic UN Project in 1988.
The Project, in many ways, filled the gap when a special commission
appointed by the Economic and Social Council to follow up on the
recommendation of the report of the Group of 18 for ‘‘a careful and
in-depth study of the intergovernmental structure in the economic
and social field’’ failed to come to agreement and the matter wilted
in committee. Carried out over a period of three years, the Nordic
Project produced a series of analytical studies and final set of recom-
mendations for reforming UN development programmes that fol-
lowed the lines of the G18 report and some of Davidson’s conclu-
sions.13

Although the Nordic Project was particularly focused on the opera-
tional role of the United Nations, it was also concerned with the fail-
ure of broad policy guidance within the organization, a failure that
stemmed in large measure from the weakness of the Economic and
Social Council (ECOSOC). The creation of ECOSOC had been one
of the innovations of the UN Charter, signalling a priority for eco-
nomic and social affairs that had not been emphasized in the League
Covenant. From the very beginning, however, the ECOSOC proved
to be an empty vessel. Major economic and social programmes were
developed through the specialized agencies, which operated autono-
mously even though they were obliged to submit annual reports to
the ECOSOC. The International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank especially operated independently and, by the 1960s, became
central agencies in international economic relations, following poli-
cies generally opposed to those expressed by the third world major-
ity in the Council. Within the United Nations itself, UNICEF, the
UNDP, the UNEP, and the UNFPA all operated under separate gov-
erning arrangements with little effective guidance from ECOSOC. At
the same time, the Council, first set up as an 18-member group to
facilitate negotiation, was twice increased in order to represent the
expanding UN membership. Yet, even when the ECOSOC grew to
54 members, the developing countries still opted to bring economic
questions to the General Assembly and its committees in which all
member states were represented and they had an overwhelming
majority. Not only were the same issues argued over again and
again, but both ECOSOC and the Assembly’s committees were too
large and diverse to be effective policy-making bodies.
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Two earlier efforts had been made to tighten up management and
operations of the widening system of UN economic and social pro-
grammes. First, in the late 1960s, the UNDP governing council com-
missioned Sir Robert Jackson to study coordination in the expanded
programme of technical assistance. Several years later, in the mid-
1970s, the General Assembly established a group of experts to bring
greater rationalization among UN programmes. In both cases, the
thrust of the recommendations was for tighter controls, in the case
of the UNDP at the field level and, in the case of the United Nations,
at the top level of the UN Secretariat. The so-called Jackson Report
in 1969, for example, gave the UNDP leverage to play a more central
role in development activities in two ways: to require governments to
project coordinated development programmes over a period of five to
ten years in order to qualify for UNDP grants; and to provide UNDP
resident representatives with authority to coordinate the activities of
the specialized agencies in the field.14 In 1978, in response to the rec-
ommendations of the expert group, the post of Director General for
Development and International Economic Cooperation was estab-
lished directly under the Secretary-General in order to provide
greater central control and integration throughout the UN system,
including the specialized agencies.15 New central offices were cre-
ated but the director general had few resources through which to as-
sert his authority and made little or no dent on the system. The
UNDP, on the other hand, had an annual budget, financed through
voluntary contributions, with which to fund technical assistance and
pre-investment projects; it thus had the means to force governments
to present a comprehensive rather than sectoral request for assistance
and to force the specialized agencies to report to its resident repre-
sentative when acting as executive agents for UNDP-financed pro-
jects.

The Nordic UN Project was completed in 1991 and reported that
the situation had, nevertheless, not appreciably changed since these
earlier recommendations had been implemented. It echoed the re-
ports of the G18 and Davidson about duplication, inefficiency, and
cumbersome management, concluding that while ‘‘[o]perational ac-
tivities have grown in importance . . . [they] have evolved in an ad
hoc and piecemeal fashion in response to emerging needs and con-
cerns, without a coherent organization for effective and efficient im-
plementation.’’16 But the report attributed the persistent weakness
of UN programmes not only to the absence of policy guidance and
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deficiencies in management, but also to the inconsistent and often
conflicting policies of member states. Traditionally, the report noted,
donor countries contribute to development programmes because of
their own national interests or in response to humanitarian need,
leaving programme managers with uncertainty about what kind of
long-term commitments could be made. But the Nordic group urged
governments to consider a third motive: ‘‘the interest and concern of
all states for a stable global system . . . economically, socially and eco-
logically.’’17 The report, moreover, related development assistance to
the new demands on the United Nations with the end of the Cold
War, particularly involvement in regional and internal conflicts in de-
veloping countries. ‘‘Development assistance,’’ it was stated, ‘‘has a
preventive role that is crucial to global security . . . plays an impor-
tant role while conflicts are in progress, primarily by providing hu-
manitarian assistance . . . [and] has an active role under the auspices
of the UN, during the transition from conflict to an active peace pro-
cess and in furthering the peace process by facilitating reconstruction
and the repatriation of refugees.’’18

The Nordic study viewed the whole field of development assistance
from a ‘‘systems’’ viewpoint, that is, it focused on the UN pro-
grammes within the context of the totality of the work of all of the
organizations in the UN system, including the specialized agencies
and the financial institutions, as well as regional organizations, like
the regional development banks, and bilateral aid programmes con-
ducted by major industrialized states. Within this ‘‘system,’’ the re-
port argued for the importance of a multilateral as opposed to a bilat-
eral approach on several grounds: ‘‘the absence of commercial and
political strings, the broad resource base, the multisectoral and multi-
disciplinary character of operation.’’19 At the same time, it empha-
sized that the United Nations itself should complement and not dupli-
cate the programmes of other multilateral organizations, referring to
examples of effective inter-agency collaboration. The UNDP, in one
case, has responsibility for funding technical assistance and pre-
investment studies, while the World Bank provides longer-range,
larger loans for implementing development projects. Another exam-
ple is the creation of the Global Environment Facility through which
the World Bank offers loans to countries, in consultation with the UN
Environment Programme, to enable them to assess the environmen-
tal impact of development projects, and the UNDP provides technical
assistance that may be required.
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The report of the Nordic Project also recognized the weakness of
the ECOSOC and recommended that, unless ECOSOC could be sub-
stantially reconstituted, a new International Development Council be
created to provide overall policy guidance. It left open, however, the
precise structure of the Council, suggesting several options from a
body including all member states to more limited membership, but
urged that any such Council be developed so as to bring ‘‘high-level
ministerial participation in its deliberations,’’ in the fashion, for ex-
ample, of ‘‘the World Bank’s Development Committee.’’ At the
same time, the report recommended that oversight of the UN operat-
ing programmes (e.g. UNICEF, the UNDP, and UNFPA) be en-
trusted to small executive bodies with expert representation from
those countries with major involvement and that, at both headquar-
ters and the field level, they ‘‘should be fully integrated and . . . in
essence become one organization.’’ The thrust of the recommenda-
tions was to create a consolidated group of activities within the
United Nations that complemented the operations of the financial
institutions and the specialized agencies and was given guidance
through a governing board to which governments sent principal offi-
cers responsible for development policies and not delegates with little
authority or expertise, as has become the case with representation in
ECOSOC.20

On the funding issue, the Nordic Project took a different position
from the Davidson study, whose recommendations had been to shift
expenditures from the regular budget for which member states are
assessed to the programmes funded through voluntary contributions
and to consider a top limit to assessed contributions. But the David-
son study, remember, came at a time when a main intent was to get
the United States back on board and to meet American concerns by
reducing the central headquarters budget without necessarily elimi-
nating important operational activities. The Nordic Project began
from a different set of objectives, mainly to provide greater financial
stability and consistency for UN operations that were plagued with
continual uncertainties about whether programmes would be funded.
It therefore recommended that these programmes be financed
through a three-tier system: assessed contributions from all member
states to ensure that the essential infrastructure of the programme
would be maintained; negotiated multi-year pledges from states in
the same way as loan funds of the development banks are ‘‘replen-
ished’’; and, finally, voluntary contributions, especially from the
major industrialized states.21
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A ‘‘successor vision’’

The primary aim of the report of the Group of 18 and the Davidson
study had been to find a short-term solution to the predicament cre-
ated by the American threat to reduce its contribution. The Nordic
UN Project then filled a gap when the commission set up by the
ECOSOC to examine the longer-range reform of economic and social
programmes bogged down under North–South differences. In the
meanwhile, a long-term and more comprehensive review was carried
out by the United Nations Association of the USA to examine
‘‘United Nations management and decision-making.’’ The recom-
mendations of the UNA study, published in 1988, were available as
background for the Nordic UN Project. But the UNA study was
broader in scope, especially in examining the UN capacity to deal
with threats to international peace and security. Here, however, the
study panel was shooting at a moving target. Within a year after the
report was published the Berlin Wall fell and, with the collapse of
Soviet control in Eastern Europe, the bipolar system that had charac-
terized international relations for most of the United Nations’ history
ended. Nevertheless, the emergence of Mikhail Gorbachev to leader-
ship in the Soviet Union in 1985 had already given the panel some
signs of the promise of greater cooperation among the permanent
members of the Security Council, especially when Gorbachev pro-
nounced that class struggle no longer guided Soviet foreign policy
and began to withdraw Soviet forces from Afghanistan. Still there
was no way of predicting the full extent of change that was in train,
especially the disintegration of the Soviet Union into a fragile Com-
monwealth of Independent States and the transfer of its seat on the
Security Council to the struggling Russian Federation.

The UNA study was under the direction of a 23-member panel of
eminent persons, nine of whom were from the United States, five
from other industrialized countries, and nine from the third world.
Although the panel was ostensibly directed toward the managerial
problems of the United Nations, it was clear from the opening words
of its report that its purposes were as political as they were manager-
ial. ‘‘Future historians,’’ the report began, ‘‘may come to view the
1980s as an age of paradox, in which international politics was domin-
ated by two contradictory facts: increasing nationalism, and decreasing
national power.’’22 States were asserting their sovereign rights as vigor-
ously as ever, even though their governments, increasingly, could not
carry out their essential functions without cooperating with others.
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The title of the report also characterized its political intent – A Suc-
cessor Vision: The United Nations of Tomorrow – as did its premise
that ‘‘the UN’s [malaise] derives from two . . . basic problems: the am-
biguity of its specific world role, and the failure to change that role as
the world has changed.’’23 Principal among the changes that the
panel underscored were the structure of world power, the number of
independent countries, the nature of conflict in which ‘‘distinctions
between domestic and international wars are difficult to establish,’’
the ‘‘globalization of economic activity,’’ the ‘‘emergence of environ-
mental risks,’’ and disruptive social and political conditions in many
parts of the world, illustrated by the ‘‘semipermanent presence of
massive numbers of stateless persons.’’24

While calling for a ‘‘successor vision’’ of the United Nations, the
report of the UNA panel made it clear that, during the first four dec-
ades of its existence, the organization had not been completely frozen
in its capacity to meet new requirements. Indeed, the Charter had
proved to be particularly flexible when (and here was the key) mem-
ber states could agree on taking collective action. The panel pointed
to the innovation of UN peace-keeping activities and the role of the
United Nations in providing a framework to deal with decolonization
and to absorb the newly independent states into an organized system
of diplomatic relations. The United Nations had also served as the
forum for mobilizing international efforts to identify and deal with
common problems like human rights, population growth, and envir-
onmental degradation. None the less, the organization had been stale-
mated throughout the 1980s, just at a time when dramatic changes
were beginning to emerge that required effective international ma-
chinery through which governments could cooperate, in effect requir-
ing a ‘‘successor vision’’ of what member states wanted the United
Nations to do.

The problem was not only that there was no agreement on a ‘‘suc-
cessor vision,’’ but also that there were competing ‘‘visions’’ of what
the United Nations should be doing. The report spoke of a ‘‘Western
vision’’ that saw the United Nations as a ‘‘means for reinforcing and
extending the post-war status quo’’ and a ‘‘Third World vision’’ that
envisaged the United Nations as ‘‘a tool for accelerating the pace of
systemic change.’’25 Both positions persist in the sense of there being
a fundamental difference between industrialized and developing
countries about how rapidly change should take place and the role
of the United Nations in that transformation. The UNA panel, in call-
ing for a ‘‘successor vision,’’ however, runs up against the problem
that Robert Cox underscored some years earlier:
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it would be unrealistic to search for a new ‘‘vision’’ for international institu-
tions that could serve as a foundation for a new consensus. Such a vision was
possible in the environment in which the UN Charter was written because it
could be ideologically based on a power structure of stable dominance.
Since there is no such power structure today, visions can only be particular-
istic. . . There are rival visions of a future world order today.26

In one respect, Cox suggests that there was more of a consensus in
1945 than truly existed. Certainly there was more than one ‘‘vision’’
of the world. There were the American and the Soviet visions, the
special vision of middle states like Australia, Canada, and the Nordic
countries, which tried to limit great power control at the San Fran-
cisco Conference, and the aspirations of countries like India and the
Philippines for self-government for all peoples. But it was the circum-
stances of 1945, especially the critical domination of international
politics by the United States, that permitted political support to be
consolidated for creating the United Nations. The question today is
whether, despite competing visions of the future, there is either a
pragmatic convergence of interests among member states to get be-
hind specific recommendations or a political centre through which
broad support can be mobilized for the general aim of strengthening
the United Nations.

The ‘‘successor vision’’ that the UNA panel advocated would have
several characteristics. The role of the United Nations would be one
that ‘‘(a) attracts the support of a balanced majority of its members,
(b) utilizes the features which make the UN unique, (c) reflects the
current and foreseeable conditions of the world . . . and (d) offers a
clear set of directions and goals to guide the desire for institutional
change widely expressed in the international community today.’’27
In looking back at UN experience, the panel concluded that success
had come when there had been a convergence of interests among
countries centrally involved in any issue, and when this convergence
could be converted, first, into a common view of the problem and,
then, into cooperative action through the United Nations.28 The cen-
tral task – and, in many respects, the central thrust of the panel’s re-
commendations – was to strengthen the capacity of the United Na-
tions to carry out this three-part process:

global watch – to identify the issues on which convergence of interests exists;
consensus building – to bring about common views with regard to those in-
terests; and consensus conversion – to translate, usually by some form of
collective action, common views and communities of interest into outcomes
useful to the affected countries.29
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In applying these criteria to economic and social programmes, the
UNA panel, as had others, emphasized how they had grown far be-
yond what was contemplated when the Charter was written, focusing
not only on problems of development, but also on global problems
like the state of the environment and chronic issues like the plight of
millions of refugees. Just like the Nordic Project, the UNA study dis-
cussed the complex connections between the central UN organs and
the specialized agencies, as well as programmes and activities of in-
ternational organizations outside the UN system in what is now a
diverse network of multilateral arrangements through which govern-
ments are increasingly engaged. At the same time, it especially fo-
cused on the policy-making level, spelling out more specific recom-
mendations than did the Nordic Project in its proposal for a new
International Development Council.

First, the panel recommended that the Economic and Social Coun-
cil, as a principal organ of the United Nations, be expanded to in-
clude all members, while the Second and Third Committees of the
General Assembly (which deal with economic and social issues and
already include all members) be abolished. The effect would be to
have one rather than three settings for the broad policy discussion
of economic and social issues prior to their being taken up by the
General Assembly in plenary session. The expansion of the ECO-
SOC would require an amendment to the Charter, but similar amend-
ments have already been approved in the past to increase the Council
when UN membership had increased in the 1960s. Like other pro-
posals for reform, the UNA panel stopped short of recommending
changes that would require substantive Charter amendments, antici-
pating that anything more could open a Pandora’s box; the aim was
to push the flexibility of the Charter as far as possible. Focusing at-
tention in one main forum, however, doesn’t help reduce what has
become a long, complicated agenda under the best of conditions.
The panel thus also recommended that the debate in the ECOSOC
be managed through a smaller Reports and Agenda Committee that
would screen all reports and proposals and guide the work of the
Council by establishing priorities and a timetable for debate.

An expanded ECOSOC, in some respects, changes the original
concept of a small professionally oriented council that the founders
had in mind. But the Council has, in fact, changed in practice, al-
ready expanding to 54 and coming to be not the main forum for de-
bate on economic and social policies, but only one of several and not
necessarily the most important. The expansion of the ECOSOC and
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the elimination of the Second and Third Committees of the General
Assembly have the merit of restoring the Council as a central organ
of the United Nations under the Charter. But this does not, by itself,
serve the purposes of consensus-building and concentrated action
that the panel emphasized throughout its report. For this, the panel
made three additional recommendations: to create a Ministerial
Board of some 25 governments under ECOSOC, an Advisory Com-
mission of five persons to assist the Secretary-General to coordinate
programmes throughout the UN system, and a single Development
Assistance Board, merging, in effect, the several governing councils
that now supervise operational programmes run through the central
United Nations (rather than the specialized agencies), like the UN
Development Programme, the UN Population Fund, UNICEF, and
the World Food Programme.30

Taken as a package, the several recommendations try to deal with
what has happened to ECOSOC over the years, ‘‘neither fish nor
fowl,’’ as the report puts it, ‘‘too large for high-level consultations
and . . . flexible decision-making’’ and ‘‘not large enough to perform
credibly as a plenary body.’’31 So, ECOSOC becomes a plenary
body through expansion and the Ministerial Board becomes what
ECOSOC was supposed to be, a smaller body to serve the functions
(in the panel’s terms) of ‘‘global watch’’ and ‘‘consensus-building.’’
This intergovernmental machinery, moreover, would be back-
stopped by a Secretary-General now equipped with an Advisory
Commission to provide the ‘‘central brain’’ for the UN system of spe-
cialized agencies that the Jackson Report called for over 20 years ago
and a single governing body for the UN programmes that focus on
problems of development and have grown up one by one.

All of the study groups that had grown out of the United Nations
crisis in the mid-1980s had concentrated on the economic and social
programmes because these had been the source of the greatest budget-
ary growth and the greatest resentment between North and South.
But the UNA panel expanded the reform process by taking on the
problems of peace and security as well. Already the panel saw the
possibility of a ‘‘renaissance’’ in the role of the United Nations in
matters of international security as a result of a new rapprochement
among the major powers, largely with the advent of Gorbachev and
the change in Soviet policies. In doing so, the UNA anticipated the
growth of security operations in the 1990s, which replaced economic
and social issues at the centre of UN attention and financial prob-
lems. Its analysis, nevertheless, was still cautious, based on the kind

Proposals for UN reform

59



of good offices and mediation the United Nations was beginning to
undertake in Afghanistan and the Iran–Iraq war rather than on the
wider range of security issues that would soon emerge in Cambodia,
Somalia, and the former Yugoslavia.

This caution was reflected in the somewhat guarded position of the
panel that the United Nations – and the Security Council, in particu-
lar – should not try to extend its involvement too far but be used ‘‘for
what it is relatively good at – behind-the-scenes negotiations, consen-
sus-building, providing a face-saving way out when the parties are
ready to terminate hostilities, and posing alternatives to the parties
for their consideration – rather than for what it does less well – con-
ferring legitimacy, passing resolutions with teeth, and enforcing its
judgements.’’32 Much of the emphasis in the panel’s report was on
regional conflicts and on the need for the United Nations to work
closely with regional groups that have a special stake in resolving
conflicts in their areas and, in many instances, considerable influence
over the competing parties. The panel took into account the general
weakness of formal regional organizations like the Organization of
African Unity and the Organization of American States, but recog-
nized the significant role that an ad hoc arrangement like the Arias
plan had had in reducing conflict in Central America. The panel also
took a broad view of the UN role in redirecting arms control and dis-
armament attention to conventional arms, in establishing procedures
for reviewing adhesion to arms control agreements, and in develop-
ing multilateral teams for the verification of compliance with arms
control treaties. Here too it anticipated an area of growth that is
only beginning to open up, especially with the experience of monitor-
ing Iraqi compliance with arms control provisions in the agreements
that ended the Gulf War.

Finally, throughout its report, the UNA panel underscored the
need to strengthen the Office of the Secretary-General in all aspects
of UN operations, but especially in the field of international security.
It is the Secretary-General, the report pointed out, who will have to
direct the ‘‘global watch’’ to identify incipient conflicts, use his au-
thority under Article 99 to bring disputes to the attention of the Se-
curity Council when he believes they threaten international peace,
create the opportunities and environment for negotiations, and en-
sure that the United Nations does not become so identified ‘‘with
one side’’ that it becomes ‘‘part of the problem rather than part of
its solution.’’33 These are not functions that the Security Council or
individual member states can perform, though they may be drawn
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into the processes of negotiation by the Secretary-General and have
to support his efforts if they are to have any hope for success. Security
Council action would still depend on strong consensus among its
members and the concurrence of the permanent members. But pre-
ventive diplomacy and negotiations primarily have to be carried out
by the Secretary-General or his special representatives who serve as
a link between disputing parties and the Council.

The model that the panel advocated was the Secretary-General as
‘‘initiative-taker’’ rather than ‘‘caretaker,’’ and the mechanism they
recommended to encourage him to take initiatives was a single term
of office not to exceed seven years. Rather than the current practice
of electing the Secretary-General for a renewable five-year term, a
single seven-year term, it was argued, would accomplish two pur-
poses: it would provide the incumbent with a maximum of indepen-
dence since he would not have to be concerned about being re-
elected; and it would encourage governments to select a person of
strong will and imagination.34 Although there was no immediate res-
ponse to the panel’s recommendations by governments, the need for
strong leadership in the Secretariat became even more pressing as
security operations expanded and the Office of the Secretary-General
became increasingly stretched in the years that followed the publica-
tion of the UNA report. By 1991, questions of selection and tenure in
office also swept on to the international agenda when it came time to
select a new Secretary-General.

The Office of the Secretary-General

The UN Charter says very little about the Secretary-General. Never-
theless, there was every indication that the founders of the world or-
ganization had an ‘‘administrative’’ rather than ‘‘political’’ model in
mind when they approved Chapter XV, which outlines the functions
of the Office. Goodrich and Hambro, in their classic book on the
Charter, observed that the wording in Article 97 that the Secretary-
General should be ‘‘appointed’’ rather than ‘‘elected’’ emphasized
the ‘‘administrative’’ character of the duties of the Office.35 This was
consistent with a ‘‘vision’’ of the United Nations as an organization of
sovereign states that the Secretary-General was to serve and not, in
any way, lead. For that matter, the only description of the position
was in the statement that the Secretary-General ‘‘shall be the chief
administrative officer of the Organization,’’ even though the func-
tions were somewhat extended by the responsibility in Article 99 to
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‘‘bring to the attention of the Security Council any matter which in
his opinion may threaten the maintenance of international peace
and security.’’ The position was still deemed sufficiently important
that the permanent members of the Security Council insisted that
the veto apply to the recommendation of the Council, which is the
first step in passing the nomination of a candidate on to the General
Assembly for final approval. There were, however, no provisions for
bringing candidates to the attention of the Security Council in the
first place and no prescription for the review process that the Council
should follow.

During the first 40 or more years of the United Nations’ existence,
two trends developed. In the first place, increasing responsibilities
were delegated to the Secretary-General and the Office grew in size
and scope. In almost every case of a threat to peace and security, for
example, it was the Secretary-General to whom the Security Council
turned to implement its resolutions: to investigate the circumstances
of disputes, to offer good offices to conflicting parties or serve as me-
diator, to organize a peace-keeping force and provide for its deploy-
ment and maintenance, or to monitor the provisions of agreements to
settle disputes. The new offices and economic and social programmes
created with the growth of development, human rights, and environ-
mental activities in the 1960s and 1970s also all reported to the
Secretary-General, who was also expected to serve as a vital centre for
coordinating the operations of the specialized agencies within the ex-
panding United Nations system. By 1990, more than 30 high-ranking
officers served under the Secretary-General and the job had become
overwhelming.36

At the same time, the decision on who should be the Secretary-
General was essentially left in the hands of the permanent members
of the Security Council. Once they could agree, the rest of the process
was little more than rubber-stamping. Their agreement, however, un-
til the early 1990s, was caught in the bind of East–West antagonism,
and the final choice was more likely to be someone about whom they
did not disagree rather than someone who possessed the qualities re-
quired to take on increasing and complex responsibilities. Reviewing
the selection process since 1945, Brian Urquhart and Erskine Child-
ers concluded that:

The process of appointing the Secretary-General has, hitherto, been a curi-
ously haphazard and disorganized affair. The actual selection would appear,
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in all cases, to have been the product more of chance than foresight, consul-
tation, or planning at the highest levels of government. It might be said to be
remarkable, with such a method of selection, that the results have been, on
the whole, as good as they have. However, the importance and changing
nature of the task raise the question whether such an important appoint-
ment should, in future, be so left to chance.37

Urquhart and Childers, from some vantage points, may have been
generous in their evaluation that ‘‘the results have been, on the
whole, as good as they have.’’ Their purpose, however, was not to
dwell on the past but rather to argue that the emerging international
agenda, together with the end of the Cold War, provided the incen-
tive and the opportunity to begin a more serious and rational process
of selection, as the incumbent, Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, planned to
step down in late 1991 and a new Secretary-General had to be ap-
pointed. But before making any suggestions on how to go about
choosing a new Secretary-General and how the United Nations
might be restructured so that the job might become more manage-
able, they asked a central question: ‘‘What do governments, which
make the key decisions in this matter, really want from the
Secretary-General?’’38 The position had certainly become more than
just ‘‘administrative,’’ though the increasing complexity and scope of
UN programmes required a high degree of management experience.
But how much of a ‘‘political leader’’ did governments, and particu-
larly major governments, want to see in a new Secretary-General?
Major governments undoubtedly did not want the Secretary-General
to get out ahead of them. At the same time, smaller states might want
a Secretary-General who could be their advocate in the inner councils
where they might not have full access, but where important decisions
are made. Whatever the answer, the post had grown beyond the mod-
est terms of the Charter, but how far was not entirely clear. As a
veteran American diplomat put it: what governments require in a
Secretary-General is ‘‘excellence within the parameters of political
reality.’’39

In their report, Urquhart and Childers urged that the appointment
of the Secretary-General come only after an extended search with
rules developed for nominations and a timetable for discussion in
the Security Council, all based on serious consideration of the quali-
fications needed to carry out the post. In the final analysis, they came
down on the same side as the UNA panel in concluding that ‘‘a
seven-year, single term of office is the key to improving the whole
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process and should be established as soon as possible.’’ The Charter
is silent on the term of office and renewability, the practice of five-
year terms having come about with the appointment of the first in-
cumbent and continued through tradition. There is no question,
therefore, of invoking the unsettling prospect of amending the Char-
ter, though there is always the concern that proposing a procedural
change in such an important issue could raise considerable questions
and controversy. Like the UNA panel, however, Urquhart and Child-
ers were convinced that relying on chance had gone on too long and a
unique opportunity was taking place with the end of the Cold War
and a trend toward cooperation among the permanent members of
the Security Council.

The appointment of Boutros Boutros-Ghali as the new Secretary-
General in the fall of 1991 nevertheless gave no real evidence that
the process had been changed. He emerged as the nominee from a
period of negotiation over several months in which the African
states insisted that it was their turn to have a Secretary-General
from Africa and the permanent members of the Security Council did
not come up with an alternative on whom they could agree, let alone
any strong statement on the qualities that they were looking for in the
new incumbent. Nevertheless, Boutros-Ghali, on his appointment,
announced that he would not be a candidate for reappointment at
the end of his five-year term. Whether he was motivated by know-
ledge of the recommendation of the UNA panel or the Urquhart–
Childers report or, more probably, by considerations of age (he was
69 years old at the time), there was no doubt that, as a strong-minded
person, he wanted to establish his independence as he moved into the
position. At the same time, he promised that, soon after taking office,
he intended to restructure the organization in order to increase the
effectiveness of the Office.40

The UNA panel and the Urquhart–Childers report had both em-
phasized the need for reorganizing the Office of the Secretary-
General but were short on specific suggestions. In early 1991, a
group of ambassadors, permanent representatives of their countries
at the United Nations, asked Urquhart and Childers to develop ‘‘de-
tailed suggestions for the reorganization of the UN Secretariat’’ that
might be discussed and made available when the new incumbent was
about to take office.41 A preliminary version of their subsequent re-
port then became a major contribution to the discussion on reorgani-
zation that the ambassadors held with Boutros-Ghali, who, several
weeks after taking office, announced a reordering of positions that
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followed the general directions that they had recommended. He con-
solidated the activities of the headquarters into eight departments,
eliminating a large number of high-ranking positions at the level of
under-secretary-general and assistant secretary-general in the pro-
cess. Moreover, the new priority of the United Nations was evident
when four of the departments were created to deal with the prob-
lems of international peace and security and the increasingly related
activities of humanitarian assistance: two Departments of Political
Affairs (divided by regional responsibilities), an Office of Peace-
keeping Operations, and a Department of Humanitarian Assistance
(which actually responded to a resolution passed by the General As-
sembly in December 1991 to consolidate all humanitarian assistance
programmes under a single under secretary-general). The sprawling
set of economic and social units that had been severely criticized in
earlier reform studies were brought together under a single Depart-
ment of Economic Development, and three house-keeping depart-
ments were set up in legal affairs, public information, and administra-
tion.42

The new Secretary-General also announced that this was the first
stage in a long-term process of reorganization that he intended to
carry out during his term in office. In the meanwhile, the Security
Council had met at the level of heads of state and government for
the first time in its history in January 1992 and invited him to prepare
an ‘‘analysis and recommendations on ways of strengthening and
making more efficient within the framework and provisions of the
Charter the capacity of the United Nations for preventive diplo-
macy, for peacemaking and for peace-keeping.’’43 On one level, the
resolution was an acknowledgement by the major powers, however
symbolically, that, with the end of the Cold War, the United Nations
was now a major instrument of their foreign policies in maintaining
peace and security. But, important as was the commitment to multi-
lateralism, there were still questions to be answered: What kinds of
conflict could be expected in the future? What were the require-
ments of collective intervention? What would be the political implica-
tions? the financial implications? What could be done to anticipate
conflicts and prevent them from erupting to a point of violence that
threatened international peace? How far were governments pre-
pared to go in providing the United Nations with the political support
and resources that the new responsibilities required? The Coun-
cil resolution provided an opportunity for the Secretary-General to
go beyond bureaucratic reordering and develop the political and con-
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ceptual bases for reorganization that might begin to answer questions
such as these and test the commitment of member states.

An Agenda for Peace

The UN Charter had addressed the classic problems of inter-state
conflicts, providing the United Nations with a series of options,
under Chapter VI, to try to get the parties to a conflict to settle their
differences peacefully. Only then, if efforts for peaceful settlement
failed and the dispute was deemed to be a threat to international
peace, could the Council, with the concurrence of the permanent
members, apply enforcement measures under Chapter VII, escalat-
ing from diplomatic and economic sanctions to the use of military
force. Chapter VII was actually invoked only twice. The first time
was in the Korean War, when the United States served as executive
agent of the United Nations in mobilizing opposition to the North
Korean attack on South Korea. Thirty years later, member states
were authorized to take ‘‘whatever action is necessary’’ to turn back
Iraqi aggression against Kuwait, sanctioning, in effect, American
leadership in organizing a military coalition to drive Iraqi forces out
of Kuwait. In the years between, the practice of peace-keeping had
evolved to fill a gap by placing UN-sponsored military forces be-
tween disputing parties after a cease-fire in order to provide stability
while they negotiated the terms of a more lasting settlement of their
differences. Peace-keeping forces, however, operated under strict
limitations, maintained only with the agreement of the government
on whose territory they were based and permitted to use force only
in self-defence. Only in the Congo crisis in the early 1960s had UN
forces exceeded these limitations, engaging in open combat against
rebellious local troops in the effort to preserve a unified state in the
transition from colonial status to what came to be the independent
state of Zaire.

With the end of the Cold War, the United Nations quickly began to
encounter a series of conflicts that went beyond the preconceptions of
the Charter, even as extended by the practice of peace-keeping. In
the months between the high-level special session in January 1992
and the publication of the Secretary-General’s report in June, the
Security Council either authorized or extended the deployment of
multilateral forces that would vastly outnumber the forces put into
the field since the Congo crisis, with responsibilities more difficult
and complex than the traditional task of passive peace-keeping. In
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many ways, the report of the Secretary-General, An Agenda for
Peace, was an attempt to codify what was, in fact, fast becoming prac-
tice and to identify the implications and the requirements of this esca-
lation of UN involvement. He defined the three functions that the
Security Council resolution had asked him to address: preventive dip-
lomacy to prevent disputes from exploding into violence; peace-
making to encourage disputing parties to come to agreement by exer-
cising the means for peaceful settlement of disputes under Chapter
VI; and peace-keeping to deploy UN forces between disputing parties
with their consent. But his report made clear that this was not the
complete range of responsibilities that the United Nations was ac-
tually being called upon to perform and they did not emerge as sepa-
rate series of activities.

He emphasized, for example, that the lines between peace-keeping
and peace-making could not always be kept clear and, indeed, that
peace-keeping forces might also have to be mobilized in connection
with efforts at preventive diplomacy, to be deployed before violence
breaks out in response to ‘‘early warnings’’ of impending danger. He
also added to the range of responsibilities a fourth function, the need
for the United Nations to be heavily involved in ‘‘post-conflict peace-
building,’’ to help create the foundations for political and economic
development after conflicts were resolved in order to prevent a re-
surgence of instability. It was that thinking, moreover, that enabled
him to establish a connection between international security and the
United Nations’ economic and social programmes by insisting that
‘‘the deepest causes of conflict’’ are ‘‘economic despair, social injus-
tice and political oppression.’’44 In the avalanche of immediate secur-
ity emergencies, the reform of the economic and social programmes
of the United Nations, which had previously been so much the focus
of attention, had been put on a back burner. The Secretary-General
clearly did not want them forgotten. In an interview shortly after he
released his report, he warned that ‘‘[t]he real problem of the next 10
years will be mainly in the countries of the third world . . . and the
problems of the third world [are] not only in military confrontations,
but the problems of refugees, hunger, drought. So many prob-
lems!’’45

It is perhaps instructive that An Agenda for Peace, although duti-
fully circulated through appropriate channels in foreign offices
throughout the world, was never subjected to serious review in
either the Security Council or the General Assembly. The questions
raised by the report, however, could not be ignored. For one thing,
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they were being raised almost every day in the issues that came on to
the Security Council agenda as UN forces became increasingly en-
gaged in the turmoil in Somalia, the former Yugoslavia, and Cambo-
dia, especially. Law, in the sense of establishing rules to govern the
behaviour of states and legitimating the authority and responsibility
of the Security Council, was being made, not by formal processes of
amending the Charter or asking for authoritative ‘‘advisory opinions’’
from the International Court of Justice, but, as has often been the
case, by practice.

For example, the line between international and domestic affairs
became increasingly blurred, forcing new interpretations of the ven-
erable principle of sovereignty. The Secretary-General had insisted
in his report on respect for national sovereignty as a principle of the
Charter, but equally observed that ‘‘the time of absolute and exclu-
sive sovereignty . . . was passed.’’46 In doing so, he reflected the ambi-
guity that had existed from the beginning in the Charter where the
United Nations was entrusted with a series of objectives that invited
intervention into domestic matters while, at the same time, under
paragraph 7 of Article 2, was forbidden to do so (except in the ex-
treme case of implementing Chapter VII). If at all, the balance be-
tween national sovereignty and the requirements of international se-
curity was being slowly worked out in the pragmatic responses of the
Security Council and UN forces in the field to particular cases of vio-
lence. One example was in Somalia where UN forces were deployed
to protect humanitarian aid shipments and disarm warring factions
when civil authority broke down; no governmental authority existed
to carry out the essential function of sovereignty to provide security
for its citizens. The United Nations thus operated on Somalian terri-
tory without explicit recognition from a duly constituted govern-
ment.47

These new and more complex operations also tested the rules of
engagement under which UN forces operated when, for instance,
peace-making and peace-keeping have to be carried on simultan-
eously. In the Cambodian case, for example, the preparations for demo-
cratic elections were increasingly disrupted by the Khmer Rouge, one
of the major factions that had agreed to UN administration of civil
affairs until the return of stable government. When the United Na-
tions was criticized for not taking more aggressive action against the
Khmer Rouge for openly defying the agreement, the UN troop com-
mander responded that he had no authority for ‘‘internal security’’
and that ‘‘when you move into enforcement . . . your neutrality is
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gone. You have no one to talk to.’’48 His reasoning was certainly con-
sistent with early peace-keeping experience. To take military action
against the Khmer Rouge for violating its agreement would mean
taking sides in a dispute in which the United Nations is seeking to
reconcile all parties involved, including the Khmer Rouge, and to
bring them around to supporting a democratically elected regime.
On the other hand, the civilian head of the UN operation, faced
with large-scale killing by the Khmer Rouge, responded: ‘‘I have
had to shake our police and military colleagues to adopt a more activ-
ist viewpoint in that regard.’’49

A not dissimilar situation evolved in the former Yugoslavia. Here
the United Nations was engaged in trying to get all sides to the con-
flict to agree on a new regime for Bosnia–Hercegovina under which
Serb, Croat, and Muslim interests would be recognized by a high de-
gree of local automony. UN forces, primarily employed to protect the
delivery of humanitarian assistance, were governed by traditional
peace-keeping conditions. They could not take ‘‘enforcement’’ ac-
tion against Serbian militia that were disrupting aid shipments and
driving Muslim populations from their homes in order to establish
wholly Serbian enclaves. In immediate terms, to counter the Serbian
assault with armed force would have meant supporting the Muslim
side and provided the Serbs with excuses to disrupt the negotiating
exercise even further. The United Nations had actually moved into
an enforcement phase by applying economic sanctions against Serbia
and forbidding Serbian military planes from flying over Bosnia. But
the Bosnian Serbs, with aid from the Serbian government in Bel-
grade, were able to consolidate their position through the brutal use
of military power while UN troops on the ground were restrained by
what were essentially ‘‘peace-keeping’’ rather than ‘‘enforcement’’
rules of engagement. As negotiations painfully dragged on, the
United Nations, in cooperation with NATO, was preparing a mili-
tary force of up to 50,000 troops to compel compliance with what-
ever agreement could be finally reached on the future of Bosnia.
The atrocities committed by the Serbs, however, raised serious ques-
tions – not unlike those raised in the Cambodian case – about
whether to provide UN forces with authority to maintain civil order
while negotiations were going on even if it involved action against
one of the negotiating parties.

An Agenda for Peace raised serious questions about how far the
United Nations could be extended in dealing with problems of peace
and security and explored the alternatives to UN involvement in so
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many diverse operations in so many parts of the world. The Charter
had emphasized the complementary role of regional organizations
under Chapter VIII. Except in the case of NATO, however, no truly
viable regional arrangements had developed. Even in the former Yu-
goslavia, an initial West European effort to resolve the conflict had
faltered and the engagement of NATO troops to help enforce a nego-
tiated settlement could only follow the sustained effort of UN peace-
keeping and peace-making. In other parts of the world, ad hoc groups
(e.g. the Contadora group in Central America) had, on occasion,
been effective in helping to resolve conflicts, as had what are essen-
tially associations of economic cooperation such as the participation
of the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) in the
effort at Cambodian reconciliation. For the most part, however, expe-
rience thus far had shown that regional arrangements, formal and ad
hoc, could contribute only within a broader framework of operations
organized under UN auspices. For some time, the United Nations
would remain the principal instrument through which the interna-
tional community could become collectively engaged in responding
to threats to international peace and security.

The United Nations, of course, has no way of raising a military
force of its own; it depends on member states to provide the troops
and the financial resources that security operations require. The ori-
ginal intent in the Charter was that member states would sign agree-
ments with the Security Council under Article 43 to provide the
armed forces and matériel needed to carry out its collective security
responsibilities. But no agreements were ever signed and the mili-
tary contingents mobilized to carry out peace-keeping missions were
usually arranged by the Secretary-General on a case-by-case basis in
consultation with governments, most especially the governments of
middle powers, such as Canada and the Nordic countries, and devel-
oping countries, such as Senegal and India. The Secretary-General
now called for new negotiations to be sure that armed forces would
be ready to serve ‘‘not only on an ad hoc basis but on a permanent
basis.’’ ‘‘The ready availability of armed forces on call could serve,’’
he argued, ‘‘as a means of deterring breaches of the peace since a
potential aggressor would know that the Council had at its disposal
a means of response.’’50 The problem, moreover, was not only the
commitment to provide military forces, but also the capacity to de-
ploy them without delay in case of emergency and to back them up
with the logistics, equipment, and civilian support personnel that
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might be needed. It all added up to a greater financial, as well as
political, commitment than member states had yet accepted.

It was thus not surprising that the Secretary-General ended his re-
port with the warning that ‘‘a chasm has developed between the tasks
entrusted to this Organization and the financial means provided to
it.’’51 His immediate concern was the mounting costs of the numer-
ous and extended military operations in which the United Nations
was now engaged, adding to the long-time costs of maintaining
peace-keepers in still unresolved conflicts in regions like the Middle
East. But he also had in mind the continual struggle of long-term fin-
ancing of economic and social programmes that were aimed at what
he called the ‘‘poverty, disease, famine, oppression and despair’’ that
were the breeding grounds of conflict. There was also, on the horizon,
the expectation of increasing obligations in implementing norms and
rules for controlling the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
and for monitoring compliance with human rights treaties and the
expanding series of environmental agreements given new momen-
tum with the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment. All of this, aggravated by the chronic problems of countries in
arrears or late in paying their obligated assessments and the increas-
ing uncertainties of meeting funding targets for programmes financed
through voluntary contributions, led to a vulnerable financial state.
He therefore made an appeal for a reliable financial base and an-
nounced that he had ‘‘asked a select group of qualified persons of
high international repute to examine [the] entire subject’’ of UN
financing and report back to him.

Headed by Shijuro Ogata, former high official in the Bank of Ja-
pan, and Paul Volker, former chairman of the US Federal Reserve
Bank, the group made recommendations early in 1993, not only on
the peace-keeping budget but also on the regular assessed budget of
the United Nations and on affiliated operational programmes, includ-
ing UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF, UNEP, and the UN High Commis-
sioner for Refugees.52 Whereas the regular budget had been kept in
steady state (except for inflation) since the report of the Group of 18
in 1986, the operational programmes, funded through voluntary con-
tributions, had grown to almost US$3 billion by 1993 and the peace-
keeping budget had soared from US$439 million in 1983 to US$3,627
million a decade later. With regard to the regular budget, the group
mainly addressed the cash-flow problem and suggested that each
member’s annual assessment be paid in four equal instalments a
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year with penalties charged for late payment and that the Working
Capital Fund, which offered a cushion, be increased from US$100
million to US$200 million. It made no major suggestions on the scale
of assessments except that it be based on a three-year rather than ten-
year average of GDP in order to take into account changes in the
economies of member states (as were, for example, occurring in the
republics of the former Soviet Union). In the case of the operational
programmes, largely devoted to development and humanitarian assis-
tance, the group followed the lead of the Nordic UN Project, recom-
mending that the administrative costs of all of the programmes be
charged to the assessed budget and that voluntary contributions be
negotiated on a multi-year basis in order to provide the bases for
long-term planning of operations.

The most immediate financial problems, however, stemmed from
the rising costs of peace-keeping, for which states were charged ac-
cording to a modified scale of assessment that placed the major bur-
den on the industrialized countries, especially the permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council. Under this formula, for example, the
United States, assessed at 25 per cent of the regular budget, was as-
sessed at 30 per cent for peace-keeping operations. Over the years,
moreover, a separate budget had been set up for each peace-keeping
operation as it was authorized by the Security Council, and there was
an inevitable delay in approving expenditures since the budget then
had to be approved through the General Assembly. The advisory
group thus recommended that a single peace-keeping budget be es-
tablished, that a revolving fund of US$400 million be set up to per-
mit the Secretary-General to meet immediate start-up costs for new
operations, and that he also be authorized to obligate up to 20 per
cent of the estimated budget on the decision of the Security Council
without waiting for final General Assembly approval.

The advisory group acknowledged that its review was limited in
several ways. First, it had addressed the financial problems of the cen-
tral United Nations, together with affiliated programmes, and had not
taken into account the finances of the specialized agencies and Bret-
ton Woods institutions of the wider UN ‘‘system,’’ all of which, taken
together, represented a web of interrelated global programmes. Sec-
ond, it had also focused on the most immediate financing problems of
the United Nations, particularly peace-keeping, and had not pro-
jected into the future to take account, for example, of the possible
costs of implementing the recommendations of the UN Conference
on Environment and Development, which, on some estimates,
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‘‘could approach $125 billion a year.’’53 Third, the group had as-
sumed that the major source of financing UN activities still had to be
member state contributions and had not explored other means of fin-
ancing, such as ‘‘levies on airline traffic and shipping . . . as well as
taxes on arms sales and on the production of hydrocarbon fuels.’’54
At the same time, the report recognized that the ‘‘UN’s current
operations are still in many ways limited’’ and that ‘‘there may come
a time when the UN will face exceptional needs that can only be met
by exceptional means.’’55 Finally it emphasized that, however they
might have increased in recent years, UN peace-keeping expendi-
tures were only a small fraction of the military expenditures of mem-
ber states and urged that UN security operations be viewed as part
and parcel of defence requirements; in these terms, UN peace-
keeping was a bargain.56 Echoing the Secretary-General’s report,
the advisory group concluded that ‘‘[t]he United Nations remains
the only existing framework for building the institutions of global
society.’’57

Reform by adaptation

Peter Wilenski, who served as Australian permanent representative
to the United Nations, has observed that ‘‘radical reform of the
United Nations is unlikely.’’ ‘‘[B]road-ranging . . . recommendations
come to nothing,’’ he continued; ‘‘incremental or step-by-step re-
form is more likely as the path ahead.’’58 The experience of UN re-
form from the mid-1980s substantiates Wilenski’s views to a very
great extent. The report of the Group of 18 and the Davidson study
had both been exercises at ‘‘damage limitation’’ to respond to the
American threat to reduce its contribution unless expenditures were
held steady, if not markedly reduced, and major contributors given
greater control over the UN budget. Their immediate effect was to
formalize consensus procedures in the budget process. The Nordic
UN Project and the UNA panel proposed more far-reaching
changes: the Nordic Project examined the operations of develop-
ment programmes that, until then, had been the area of greatest
growth, and the UNA panel expanded the review to cover the full
range of UN activities, attempting, in the process, to provide a stra-
tegic approach to UN reform through the concepts of global watch,
consensus building, and consensus conversion.

The recommendations of the Nordic or UNA studies were not dir-
ectly implemented but, together with the G18 and Davidson reports,
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formed a cumulative package of ideas that contributed to a growing
consensus for change. By the late 1980s and early 1990s, an increas-
ingly positive political environment developed for strengthening the
United Nations, especially in the field of international peace and se-
curity. When Boutros-Ghali took office as Secretary-General, he im-
mediately announced a restructuring of the United Nations that fol-
lowed the principle of consolidation that had been urged in all of
the earlier reports on reform. His Agenda for Peace, moreover, re-
flected the thrust of many of the recommendations in the UNA
panel report, especially in developing a capacity for ‘‘global watch’’
to serve the goals of preventive diplomacy. At the same time, he
went further in exploring the requirements for UN enforcement in
order to respond to the complexities of the UN military role in opera-
tions like those in Somalia and Bosnia–Hercegovina. The recommen-
dations on rationalizing economic and social programmes were par-
tially realized in the headquarters restructuring, and field operations
are increasingly consolidated, especially as they involve humanitarian
assistance in regions of conflict and violence. Any wider adaptation,
especially in changing the role and organization of ECOSOC, awaits
a greater sense of immediacy and greater convergence of the interests
of both the North and the South.

The ‘‘incrementalism’’ and adaptation that characterize change in
the United Nations can be seen more clearly, however, if one takes
a broader perspective and examines the evolution not only of the
United Nations but of the process of international organization as a
whole since World War II.59 ‘‘Particular international organizations
may come and go,’’ Inis Claude said in an early text, but ‘‘interna-
tional organization’’ as a characteristic of international relations ‘‘is
here to stay.’’60 Tracking the evolution of the United Nations with
this understanding of what we mean by international organization, a
‘‘vision’’ of the United Nations emerges that is quite different from
the ideas that drove the writing of the Charter. It involves the United
Nations in three essential functions of global governance: (a) as the
major instrument for collective action in confronting threats to inter-
national peace and security from both inter-state and internal con-
flicts; (b) as a forum for rule-making in connection with global prob-
lems, like environmental degradation, that states cannot deal with
alone and global values, like human rights, on which there is growing
consensus; and (c) in mounting large-scale operations to provide a
‘‘safety net’’ for the least developed parts of the world, for refugees
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from violence and tyranny, and for people deprived of their rights by
their own governments.

Almost from the beginning, instead of being centred in the United
Nations, matters of international peace and security became diffused
through three sets of complex networks: East–West relations; re-
gional arrangements; and the United Nations. The first and most im-
portant network was based in relations between the superpowers
as the centres of antagonistic military alliances. This network was
governed by what might be called a ‘‘nuclear regime.’’ Within the
framework of their otherwise hostile relations, the behaviour of the
superpowers became guided by rules and procedures to further their
common interest in preventing the outbreak of a nuclear conflict. The
rules were broadly three: to maintain a balance of power between the
NATO and Warsaw Pact alliances; to limit their competition outside
of Europe by largely operating through proxies and avoiding direct
confrontation; and to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons not
only among their allies but also outside the European theatre.61
These rules largely shaped the policies of deterrence followed by the
United States and the Soviet Union, the conduct of arms control talks
between them, and their political relations with their allies.

The superpower alliances have been completely transformed with
the end of the Cold War. The Warsaw Pact has disintegrated and
NATO is revising its mandate so that, among other new functions, it
can complement UN peace-keeping and assist in providing the ca-
pacity for enforcing security agreements in situations such as that in
the former Yugoslavia. A new European security system will have to
take into account a united Germany, a more autonomous European
component in NATO, a series of cooperative relations between
NATO and the states of the former Warsaw Pact, and the often
tense relations between Russia and the other republics of the former
Soviet Union. The Conference on Security and Cooperation in
Europe (CSCE), created under the Helsinki Accords of 1975, pro-
vides one existing vehicle for a broader European organization. But
exactly what new institutional arrangements will emerge in the trans-
formation of both NATO and the CSCE is still a matter of conjec-
ture.

Outside of Europe, regional security organizations have generally
been weak, despite the priority in Article 52 of the Charter for re-
gional intervention in cases of threats to international peace and se-
curity. The Organization of American States (OAS) and the Organi-
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zation of African Unity (OAU) are both relatively ineffective, the
first because the overwhelming presence of the United States has
often made it less of an alliance and more an instrument of Ameri-
can policy, and the second because the African members have
lacked the unity to take action against even the most flagrant act of
aggression. The League of Arab States has also lacked the unity to
play an effective role in regional security, and no regional defence
organization has been established in Asia, vast and expansive as it
is, where agreements would have to overcome the rivalry between
India and Pakistan, the lingering hostility between Viet Nam and its
neighbours, and the large presence of China. In some regions, more
ad hoc subregional arrangements have emerged to mediate conflicts.
Such efforts, like the Contadora group in Central America, may
prove to be more efficient than permanent region-wide organiza-
tions, involving as they do fewer governments, which, by their self-
selection, have a common interest in resolving the conflict and a
readiness to contribute to the solution, if necessary.

The United Nations now constitutes an increasingly active centre
of international cooperation, not only because regional organiza-
tions are generally weak but also because the end of the Cold War
has left only one power with global reach and created a new basis
for cooperation among the permanent members of the Security
Council. Although the collective security provisions of the Charter
were stillborn, peace-keeping operations were successful when they
served the purpose of hastening the process of decolonization, for
which there was broad support. Those peace-keeping forces that
have dragged on over the years, in Cyprus and between Arabs and
Israelis, are sitting on persistent and bitter political conflicts. Pres-
sures from the international community to resolve disputes have
been strengthened, however, as the Cold War receded. The five per-
manent members of the Security Council started to meet regularly
during the Iran–Iraq conflict and extended their consultations, first
in the negotiations on Cambodia and the Gulf War and then as viol-
ence spread in Somalia and the former Yugoslavia. Increasing activ-
ity by the Security Council, in turn, expanded the role of the Office of
the Secretary-General, who bears responsibility for implementing the
Council’s resolutions.

The end of the Cold War has widened the role of the United Na-
tions not only in terms of the peaceful settlement provisions under
Chapter VI of the Charter but also, as the Secretary-General’s re-
port emphasizes, under the enforcement provisions of Chapter VII.
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The allied coalition that fought the Gulf War was sanctioned under
Chapter VII, and the military operations in Somalia and the former
Yugoslavia increasingly provoked questions about the relation of en-
forcement to peace-keeping and peace-making. The ending of the
Gulf War also involved the United Nations in new problems of mon-
itoring and enforcing disarmament provisions. The task of eliminat-
ing the Iraqi capacity to produce and deploy weapons of mass de-
struction graphically illustrated how the objective of the major
powers to stop the spread of nuclear weapons requires the negotiat-
ing forum of the United Nations to legitimate collective action and
the services of UN agencies like the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) to monitor compliance. Devising rules and inspec-
tion systems to prohibit the production and use of chemical and bio-
logical weapons has also been put high on the agenda by their dan-
gerous proliferation and the drafting of new treaties. Although the
Charter gives only limited attention to arms control and disarma-
ment, there is a new urgency not only to rid the world of weapons of
mass destruction but also to control the widespread trade in conven-
tional arms that fuels regional conflicts throughout the world. There
is no alternative to strengthening the United Nations as the only
global agency through which to build instruments of control.

A second area of UN reform, in addition to peace and security, is
usefully illuminated by Oran Young’s notion of ‘‘free-standing’’ organ-
izations.62 Young’s formulation is an important step in clarifying the
links between organizations and regimes, with regimes defined as
‘‘principles, norms, rules and decision-making procedures around
which actor expectations converge in a given issue area.’’63 The con-
cept of regimes has provided a way of examining international organ-
izations without getting trapped between ‘‘realism’’ and ‘‘idealism,’’
as was the case for many years. The task is to relate organizations to
regimes. The clearest connection is the role of organization as a
forum for the negotiation of rules and, subsequently, for the imple-
mentation and monitoring of regimes. But Young points out that re-
gimes may also operate without organizations when states actually
follow rules that have been agreed upon and are, in one way or an-
other, self-regulating. An example is the regime for Antarctica,
where activities are carried on under an international treaty without
any large administrative apparatus. By the same token, there are
organizations that function independently of regimes, that is, interna-
tional organizations may be set up not to contribute to the function-
ing of a specified series of rules and procedures but rather to provide
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services that facilitate the practice of diplomacy and help govern-
ments solve problems that they cannot otherwise contend with on
their own. ‘‘Free-standing’’ organizations may also provide the arena
within which governments negotiate regimes that may then ‘‘spin off’’
and become quite separate in how they are administered.

The idea of ‘‘free-standing’’ organizations is extremely useful in
capturing an essential role for the United Nations in an increasingly
interdependent world. On the one hand, the United Nations provides
a forum for the growth and adaptation of traditional diplomacy to a
world of more numerous and more divergent states. Not only do gov-
ernments confront those issues that are on the formal agenda, but
they have facilities to deal with other states in multilateral sessions
rather than through numerous and time-consuming bilateral commu-
nications. The United Nations also provides facilities for the creation
of political coalitions and for integrating new members into the busi-
ness of international affairs. Coalitions may, on the one hand, lead to
greater confrontation, but they also contribute to the organization of
international politics in much the same way that political parties con-
tribute to stabilization in national politics. It is difficult to think how
states that became independent after World War II could have be-
come effectively engaged in international relations as broadly and
widely as they have without the facilities of the UN system. The UN
system also provides an infrastructure for developing a worldwide
system of information and communication and for codifying inter-
national law, equally essential to bringing the minimum of order to a
decentralized system of politics in which there is no government.

In the broadest sense, the UN system is also a principal channel for
opening up the international agenda so that governments can be con-
fronted with problems whose transnational implications might not
emerge from more narrowly oriented policy processes, something of
the ‘‘global watch’’ function developed in the UNA report. The
whole issue of the global environment is a prime example of how a
‘‘free-standing’’ organization operates to serve just such a purpose.
Environmental concerns were growing in almost all industrialized
countries in the 1960s. The huge increase in industrialization after
the post-war recovery and the application of new scientific and tech-
nological advances to industrial production were beginning to
threaten the quality of air and water and disturb the rhythm of
many natural processes. The transnational effects of environmental
change also began to show up in international programmes like
those of UNESCO and the Food and Agriculture Organization, and,
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on the initiative of the Swedish government, the General Assembly
voted to convene a global conference on the human environment in
Stockholm in 1972. The Stockholm Conference spawned not only
a new UN Environment Programme but also a series of regional
projects and the development of environmental standards to serve
as a guide and target for national environmental programmes. The
process was then consolidated and set on a new trajectory 20 years
later with the signing of new agreements at the UN Conference on
Environment and Development in 1992.

The expanding international agenda is related to a third area of
UN activity, economic and social affairs, which had seen the greatest
growth and was the subject of much of the criticism in the early re-
ports on UN reform. The UN programmes were almost all estab-
lished to respond to the particular needs of developing countries as
they became politically independent. The North and the South never-
theless increasingly clashed over what issues should be on the
agenda, what the priorities should be, and even where in the system
of international organizations they should be taken up. The countries
of the North have given priority to the requirements for economic
growth and liberal economic policies, maintained the centrality of
the Bretton Woods agencies, which they can control through
weighted voting, and urged the countries of the South to base devel-
opment programmes on their effective integration into the dominant
world trading system. The South, beginning with the establishment of
UNCTAD in 1964 and working through its overwhelming majority in
the United Nations, drew up an alternative strategy for economic co-
operation and development. Under the rubric of a New International
Economic Order (NIEO), developing countries called for substantial
increases in development assistance through multilateral agencies, a
system of trade preferences to give Southern manufactured goods a
leg up in Northern markets, and international price supports for com-
modities.

What, in essence, happened is that the countries of the South tried
to use the organs of the United Nations to influence the international
monetary and trade regimes that the highly industrialized countries
control through the IMF, the World Bank, and GATT. They pushed
the NIEO proposals through UNCTAD and the General Assembly
by completely outvoting the United States and its allies. At the same
time, the developing countries were continually frustrated, since
votes in the United Nations constitute only recommendations and
have no binding force. They have also been dissatisfied with the ex-
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tent of response to the NIEO proposals outside the United Nations.
Multilateral lending to developing countries more than doubled be-
tween 1975 and 1985, and trading preferences, extended by schemes
like those of the European Communities under the Lomé Accords
and agreements between producers and consumers to stabilize prices,
were drawn up to cover a number of commodities. But development
assistance from the OECD countries still failed to reach the 0.7 per
cent of GNP voted in the International Development Strategy, and
the economies of developing countries were hard hit by recession in
the North, first in the early 1980s and 10 years later in the 1990s. They
found it impossible, despite their voting strength, to get the indus-
trialized states engaged in UN-sponsored ‘‘global negotiations’’ to re-
vise the regimes that govern economic relations. The stand-off was
typically summarized in a preview of the 40th session of the General
Assembly in 1985:

Smarting from dependence in a system where external markets, terms of
trade and interest rates greatly influence their economic fate and yet re-
main outside their control, Southern governments . . . will renew their ef-
forts to improve their individual and collective bargaining power. Northern
governments will resist.64

Controversy over economic regimes came to dominate the broad
policy debate in ECOSOC and the General Assembly. In practice,
however, the ‘‘action,’’ so to speak, had become more centred in the
financial agencies as development issues were increasingly related to
the problems of economic growth and stability in world markets. De-
veloping countries have, in fact, been drawn into the dominant world
economy as they increasingly pursue export-oriented economic poli-
cies and as the largest and most important rely on private sources of
capital investment. What has become concentrated in the United Na-
tions has been those problems that cannot be left to market forces
but require concerted community effort. Thus, at the operational
level, the cluster of economic and social programmes in the United
Nations – including the UNDP, UNFPA, the UN Children’s Fund
(UNICEF), technical assistance activities, emergency relief opera-
tions, and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees – have taken on
a distinct identity; broadly viewed, they all focus on the least devel-
oped countries and on humanitarian activities to respond to the basic
needs of the poorest and the homeless in the world. There is, in ef-
fect, a division of responsibility in economic and social affairs, which
had been obscured by the controversy over the NIEO. At the same
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time, it has been given greater visibility by the growing programmes
of humanitarian and refugee assistance in regions of instability, want,
and violence. By adaptation, the increasingly distinct role of the
United Nations in economic and social activities is focused on pro-
grammes that offer a ‘‘safety net’’ to those peoples most in need of
international assistance.

From adaptation to managing interdependence

Ernst Haas has developed three models of change in international
organizations: incremental growth; turbulent non-growth; and man-
aged interdependence. In recent years, the United Nations has
changed through incremental growth, adapting to shifts in world pol-
itics and a convergence of interests, especially in matters of peace and
security and particularly among the major states that are permanent
members of the Security Council. Much of the 1970s and early 1980s,
in contrast, was generally a period of ‘‘turbulent non-growth.’’ The
organization was stalemated, split by ideological differences, both
East–West and North–South, with a demoralized Secretariat unable
to mediate in reconciling differences. None the less, over the same
years, there was a trend toward incremental growth in the field of
environmental protection. Beginning with the Stockholm Confer-
ence in 1972, member states were confronted by specialists, in the
Secretariat and in professional and scientific associations, who pro-
jected impending ecological disaster unless corrective action was
taken. Despite ideological disputes about who was to blame and how
costs were to be carried, the member states were forced to begin to
develop an international environmental regime, the first steps in man-
aging interdependence. Periods of managed interdependence have
been rare, however, evident only when the United Nations has been
bolstered by a broad and strong agreement among its members about
a common problem that requires concerted action, such as setting up
the International Atomic Energy Agency in the 1950s.65

The way that the United Nations changes, the way that it is
strengthened or weakened in contributing to global governance –
whether it develops through incremental growth or managed inter-
dependence or is stalemated by turbulent non-growth – will be the
result of (a) the interplay of substantive forces of social transforma-
tion, especially science and technology, (b) decision-making pro-
cesses within the organization, and (c) the foreign policies of mem-
ber states.66 Chadwick Alger has established the long-term impact
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of science and technology on the ‘‘preparation’’ for global gover-
nance in his introductory chapter. In the shorter time-span of UN his-
tory, the development of nuclear energy led not only to the creation
of the International Atomic Energy Agency but more broadly, with
the end of the Cold War, to a new impulse to create viable systems
of inspection and enforcement in order to control the proliferation
of weapons of mass destruction. And certainly the movement for an
international environment regime gained momentum during a period
of otherwise fierce ideological differences, because of the authority
and forcefulness of scientific studies of the implications of unbridled
industrialization on climate change, the ozone layer, and the carrying
capacity of the earth. Member states have not been able to avoid
transnational issues, emerging from the impact of science and tech-
nology, from coming up on the international agenda. Still, how effec-
tively they deal with them depends on UN governing processes and
their own perception of their interests. ‘‘States,’’ concludes Haas,
‘‘acting on their perceived interests . . . are the architects that will de-
sign the international organizations of the future.’’67

A major purpose of all of the proposals for reform, as well as the
Secretary-General’s ‘‘agenda for peace,’’ has been to strengthen the
United Nations’ decision-making process and its capacity for taking
on new responsibilities. The UN panel report, emphasizing the pro-
cesses of global watch and consensus-building, the Nordic Project, in
recommending greater efficiency and coordination in development
programmes, the Urquhart–Childers studies on the selection of the
Secretary-General and the consolidation of UN headquarters, the
Secretary-General’s own elaboration of the realistic requirements of
the United Nations’ widened role in international peace and security,
and the report of the Independent Advisory Group on stabilizing the
financing of UN programmes – all are directed to making the United
Nations more capable of ‘‘managing interdependence.’’ But the re-
sponse of the organization, however reformed, still depends, when all
is said and done, on how its member states decide to act. Rosenau has
suggested that the world is now in a state of ‘‘turbulence,’’ in the mid-
dle of what could be a historic transformation from a world of states
to a global system of more diverse units of human loyalty and attach-
ment.68 In his introductory chapter, Alger describes the quest for glo-
bal governance in quite similar terms. For some time, however, states
will remain in the centre, their governments torn between their obli-
gations to provide security within territorial boundaries and the com-
pelling pull of global forces for change.
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The studies of national policies on the United Nations that follow
have been commissioned so that we might have a better basis for
understanding how member states perceive their interests as they
pursue foreign policies through the United Nations. What are the op-
portunities for a merging agreement on the United Nations? To what
extent, if at all, has the experience of participating in the United Na-
tions changed the way governments perceive their interests? Has
being engaged in multilateral organizations broadened perspectives
on national interests? What essential differences continue to exist,
not only between North and South but also among states within the
two groups? The United Nations – like other international organiza-
tions – has a Janus-like quality: it remains an instrument of national
policies as much as the expression of the world community, but a
world community still in the process of finding its form and shape. If
we are to understand the future of global governance, we have to
probe deeply into national policies.
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3

Algeria and reform of the
international order

Slimane Cheikh

Introduction

The participation of Algeria in international affairs, as for any coun-
try that has recently become independent, necessarily affects the ex-
isting structure of the international system. From the vantage point of
Algeria, the reform of the United Nations system cannot take place
outside of reforming the overall international system. This connec-
tion between the United Nations and the international system within
which it operates is essential to understanding Algeria’s globalist ap-
proach to the issue of UN reform.

At the same time, it is an approach that emerges from the theoret-
ical bases of ‘‘dependency’’ theory, which seems best to explain the
relations between the hegemonic centre and the dependent peri-
pheries. It is a diachronic approach responding to the need to link
Algerian history with the evolution of centre–periphery relations, and
marked principally by changes that are simultaneously taking place
within the Algerian national environment and in the world in which
it finds itself. But change has different meanings for different interna-
tional actors. For some, such as Algeria, it means establishing more
equitable relations among states and, for others, restoring stability
on the basis of a balance of power among the major states that con-
trol the international system.
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As a less developed country, Algeria, having come to indepen-
dence after a long armed struggle, aspires to exercise its sovereignty
fully in a world setting where the rules of the game were developed in
its absence. It thus finds itself in a dilemma: whether to accept an or-
der shaped by these rules and be content with a marginal role or to
claim a more active role in seeking to modify the system and, by
doing so, to become ‘‘destabilizing.’’ Certainly reality is not so
simple, nor should the rules be rejected outright, especially those
that are consistent with the kind of reform that Algeria seeks. These
include ‘‘the sovereign equality of all states’’ and ‘‘the right of peo-
ples to their own resources.’’ None the less, the claim to the exercise
of its sovereignty and the will to participate actively in decisions that
affect the international community lead Algeria to question the exist-
ing order.

This ‘‘remise en cause’’ is necessarily undertaken collectively by all
those countries facing the same situation. Hence their interest in mul-
tilateralism and international organizations, and their engagement
and political mobilization in the UN system, offer these newly inde-
pendent states a visible platform from which their voices can be heard.
It is the reason, moreover, for their propensity to ‘‘externalize’’ the
terms of conflict emerging from the framework of bilateral relations
into more general conflicts in the context of multilateral relations.
This ‘‘externalizing’’ generalizes particular issues and is a powerful
lever permitting the developing countries to raise questions impor-
tant to them to a greater level of attention than might otherwise be
the case. It permits them to enhance their political capability by tak-
ing the lead in setting the agenda and mobilizing wide support to
exert an influence on the international scene that is beyond their
real power.

Scope and bases of the foreign policy of Algeria

In order to present a brief sketch of the scope of Algerian foreign
policy it is necessary to recall the main stages in its development. Its
foundations emerge from both historical experience and a set of ideas
that can be found in fundamental texts and official documents repre-
senting explicit positions.

From a historical perspective, there are important benchmarks in
the progress of Algerian foreign policy. Any attempt to divide his-
tory into specific periods is necessarily arbitrary, but nevertheless
puts these benchmarks into context and provides a basis for under-
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scoring their significance in terms of the evolution of policies. Two
main periods can be emphasized: one covers the armed struggle for
national liberation in which the foundations of Algerian foreign pol-
icy were built; and the second is the period of independence in which
policies, grounded in these foundations, evolved in terms of the needs
of national construction and the shifts in international developments.
For the sake of convenience, the period of independence is described
in three parts, each spanning ten years of experience. The first, cover-
ing the 1960s, is dominated by a concern with the liberation of the
African continent from colonization. The second, covering essentially
the 1970s, follows the effort to gain economic independence and estab-
lish the New International Economic Order (NIEO). Finally, the
third period, stretching through the 1980s, is characterized by a diplo-
macy of mediation. It is clear that these periods cannot be sharply
divided and that the sequences overlap with one another. Still, the
dominant characteristics of each provide a clear sense of the evolu-
tion of Algerian foreign policy until the 1990s. Then the government
was forced to concentrate on problems of internal stability, at the
very moment when the Cold War ended and a new phase of interna-
tional relations began.

The period of armed struggle

It was during the period of its armed struggle for independence that
Algeria first emerged on the international scene and began to forge
the bases of a foreign policy, one that was constantly reinforced by
the struggles going on within the country. Internal and external ac-
tions have been inextricably linked.1 M’Hamed Yazid described this
connection when he wrote: ‘‘One should speak not of the diplomacy
of the National Liberation Front (NLF) but of its international action
because the movement and the revolutionary organization embody
the struggle, the sacrifices and the policies of a people in arms. We
did not conceive of international activities in terms of the diplomacy
of states. Even when the Provisional Government of the Algerian Re-
public (PGAR) was created, we thought of our international activ-
ities, in their style, their methods and their objectives, as those of a
revolutionary movement.’’2 What was intended, in effect, was to ex-
tend the lessons of fighting in the countryside and in the urban cen-
tres in the conquest of national ‘‘space’’ to the conquest of interna-
tional ‘‘space.’’

The NLF’s proclamation of 1 November 1954 established the inter-
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national aim of the armed struggle as ‘‘the internationalization of the
Algerian question,’’ which became an integral part of internal pol-
icies and actions and the basis for ‘‘external activities to make the
Algerian problem a reality for the entire world with the support of
our natural allies.’’ This internationalization, moreover, was to be
carried out by a policy of confrontation. In essence, a struggle for na-
tional liberation involves a quest for autonomy. From the view of the
liberation movement, the conflict between colonizers and colonized is
a struggle between two separate entities, that is to say, it is an inter-
national conflict.3 Thus the NLF characterized the conflict against the
colonial power as a ‘‘state of belligerency’’ and the Provisional Gov-
ernment, through the government of Libya, on 11 April 1960 pre-
sented its adhesion to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 on the laws
of war.4

France, while arguing that the Algerian issue was a matter of ‘‘do-
mestic jurisdiction,’’ was nevertheless driven by the NLF policy of
confrontation to take measures that ironically emphasized the inter-
nationalization of the conflict. Measures taken by the French in the
name of ‘‘maintaining internal order’’ went well beyond the borders
of Algeria and drew them into acts with serious international implica-
tions. Examples include: the diversion in October 1956 of a plane
carrying the foreign delegation of the NLF; the inspection on the
high seas of foreign-flagged ships like the Athos and the Slovenia;
and even the Suez expedition, which, on the part of the French, was
largely motivated by a wish to end the troubles in Algeria by punish-
ing Cairo, considered to be the main centre of subversion.5 Tunisia,
moreover, was not spared when the village of Sakiet Sidi Youcef
was bombed by French planes on 8 February 1958.

All of these acts could only add fuel to the NLF efforts to inter-
nationalize the conflict with the French and reinforce its position
that the Algerian issue was a threat to the peace of the region. Its
position was then further strengthened by the prolongation of the
war. Internationalization was also manifest in representing the fight
led by the NLF as a struggle for liberty, embedding it in a universal
theme that gained worldwide support and inspired works of art such
as poems, plays, novels, and songs. Every effort at informing, explain-
ing, and sensitizing world public opinion to its cause progressively
developed the capacity of the NLF to represent its position on the
international scene.

From the beginning of the armed struggle, the movement for na-
tional liberation was represented abroad by the foreign delegation
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of the Algerian revolution in Cairo.6 After the Congress of Soumman
in 1956, the central committee entrusted Lamine Debaghine with re-
sponsibility for coordinating revolutionary foreign policy. Interna-
tional activity progressively increased, especially after the creation
of the Provisional Government in 1958. The Minister for Foreign
Affairs oversaw the activities of PGAR missions in countries in which
it was recognized and of NLF delegations elsewhere. But external
affairs were not the exclusive domain of the Foreign Ministry. The
President of the Provisional Government and the Minister for Infor-
mation were equally involved, as were mass organizations dependent
on the NLF, in sum all those who could contribute to the cause of
national liberation on the international scene, including many inside
Algeria. For example, the regular sessions of the UN General Assem-
bly were the occasion for organized demonstrations in the country.7

What we have here, once again, is the close link between actions
inside and outside the country projecting a global dimension to the
national struggle. But if it can be said that international ‘‘space’’ was
conquered in the course of conquering the national ‘‘space,’’ it was
more directly achieved by a policy of ‘‘presence,’’ that is, by direct
participation in international meetings and events. From the out-
break of the armed struggle, a deliberate policy was to make the
voice of the Algerian revolution heard in the world. The role of infor-
mation was given major importance in raising international public
awareness by focusing broad press coverage and other means of
mass communication on the battle in Algeria. Representatives of the
NLF fanned out through the major capitals, explaining the course of
the struggle and gathering increasing support for the cause.

The striking participation of Ait Ahmed and Yazid in the Bandung
Conference in 1955 led to a denunciation of French colonialism and
the invocation of the Algerian situation.8 The NLF there marked its
entrance into the Afro-Asian family and, from that time on, continu-
ally participated in meetings held under its auspices.9 The Front also
began to make its presence felt in conferences of the independent
states of Africa, as well as conferences of African peoples, which
adopted positions in support of Algerian independence.10 Indeed,
the Algerian cause became an issue that mobilized support in Afro-
Asian and African conferences and provided an opportunity for the
NLF to assume a position of leadership that became increasingly
strengthened as the process of decolonization accelerated.

The NLF was accordingly represented in the permanent secretariat
of the executive committee of the Organization of Solidarity for the
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Peoples of Africa and Asia (OSPAA), held the vice-presidency at the
second conference of the OSPAA in Conakry in April 1960, and
chaired a committee of the Conference of African Peoples held the
same year in Tunis. At the same time, the Provisional Government
was a fully accredited participant in the Second and Third Confer-
ences of the Independent States of Africa held successively in Mon-
rovia (4–8 April 1959) and in Addis Ababa (14–24 June 1960), as
well as the Conference of Heads of State and Government of the
Non-Aligned States in Belgrade (1–6 September 1961). Throughout,
the NLF was also active in marshalling unanimous support for the
Algerian cause at Arab and Maghreb meetings.11

At the United Nations, the NLF brought the case for its struggle
before the international community in its broadest forum. Here the
Front took special efforts to internationalize the conflict in which it
opposed the colonial power. In 1955, at the 10th session of the Gen-
eral Assembly, the Algerian question was for the first time placed on
the agenda at the insistence of the Afro-Asian group. The question
was then regularly debated every year until Algeria became indepen-
dent.12 In order to maintain contact with various parts of the UN ma-
chinery, the NLF appointed Abdeldader Chanderli as head of a New
York-based information office that published an English-language
bulletin called ‘‘Free Algeria.’’ This effort at both providing informa-
tion and promoting public relations contributed to the success in de-
veloping sympathetic support for the NLF and the cause it fought for.
The United Nations, from 1955, was the platform that permitted the
furthest extension of the voice of the fight for national liberation
going on in Algeria. The scheduled debates and the publicity given
to their acts of repression drove the French, branded as the accused,
to take an often aggressive and angry defensive position, which, in
turn, furthered the internationalization of the Algerian conflict.

As a forum, the United Nations was also a special field for the ad-
vancement of NLF diplomacy. The Front was able to become familiar
with the practices of world politics, to take the measure of its inter-
national audience, and, progressively, to elaborate the main lines of
a foreign policy, including a policy of alliances. By following a policy
of ‘‘presence,’’ of direct participation, the NLF was able to emerge
onto the international scene and extend its contacts and network of
relations into different corners of the world. This also permitted the
Front to define a policy of alliances and to use its conflict with
France as a litmus test for establishing ties with others. If we think
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of three sets of interests in international politics13 – identical, comple-
mentary, and conflictual interests – the range of third world countries
could be placed in the first category, the socialist camp in the second,
and the West in the third. The attitude adopted in each of the catego-
ries corresponds globally to the logic of relationships dictated by the
position taken with regard to the antagonists. None the less, differ-
ences in situations introduce nuances to this strict linear logic.

If the NLF tended to denounce and accuse the Western bloc as a
whole, it nevertheless took care to moderate its position in dealing
with individual countries. Thus, NATO was the object of the harsh-
est criticism as the principal ally of the French in the war being
waged in Algeria.14 The United States, for its part, was not spared
as a principal representative of imperialism and as a faithful suppor-
ter of France. But the Front, at the same time, sought to gain the sup-
port of the American people through the activities of its information
bureau in New York, through close relations between labour groups
and the American AFL-CIO, and between student groups and the
American National Students Association, which took a stand in fa-
vour of Algerian independence. The report presented to Congress
by Senator John Kennedy on 2 June 1957 and the Mansfield report
of February 1958 to the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations
both contributed to sensitizing American public opinion to the Al-
gerian problem. Without discussing all the countries of the Western
bloc, mention should be made of the particular attention that the
NLF paid to Spain and Italy,15 whose geographic positions per-
mitted travel to Morocco and Tunisia, and to the Nordic countries
and Switzerland by virtue of their relatively neutral stances on the
Algerian conflict. In effect, the objective of the NLF was to pierce
the cohesion of the Western bloc and to seek, if not the support, at
least the neutrality of its members by playing on East–West rivalry.

As for the socialist bloc, the NLF appreciated its support in the
United Nations and through the general activities of the World
Peace Council and the international workers’ movement. Its material
assistance was not negligible,16 but was nevertheless handled dis-
creetly since the Soviet Union dealt carefully with France, which it
considered a potential ally in detaching Western Europe from Amer-
ican domination. The central organ of the Front put the issue thus:
‘‘The USSR prefers a solution in the framework of French–Algerian
relations; this preference is notably explained by the apprehensions
that it has about American influence supplanting the French in
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North Africa.’’17 This explains why the USSR did not recognize the
Provisional Government until October 1960 and agreed only to de
facto recognition.

On the margins of the Soviet bloc, Yugoslavia and China had the
warmest relations with the NLF. China was among the first countries
to give the Provisional Government de jure recognition (from 22 Sep-
tember 1958) and was not meagre in its military and financial assis-
tance, which was particularly appreciated because it came from a
country with limited resources. Its condition as an underdeveloped
country also made China an attractive example for the NLF.18 The
example of Yugoslavia was equally important because of its own
struggle for national liberation and for non-alignment. Without
going into all the details of Yugoslav assistance, the military, finan-
cial, and medical aid was especially significant as was the political
support, including the personal intervention of President Tito at
Brioni,19 at the United Nations,20 during his African tour (of 14 Feb-
ruary–26 April 1961), and in Belgrade at the time of the Conference
of Heads of State and Government of the Non-Aligned States. In
sum, Yugoslavia’s policy of non-alignment was unique in Europe
and was included in the ‘‘principle of identity’’ that formed a major
guideline in the foreign policy of the NLF.

It was the ‘‘principle of identity’’ that placed Algeria, while still
struggling for independence, in the vast community of the third
world, politically characterized by the rejection of both colonial dom-
ination and alignment with one of the two major blocs. In this domain
the NLF identified its struggle with those of all third world countries
and considered it valid to extend information and understanding
about its own battle throughout Asia, Africa, and even Latin Amer-
ica.21 If, according to the NLF, the struggle for national liberation
being fought in Algeria was part a wider struggle throughout the
third world, it was more concretely and specifically part of the
struggle by Africans, Arabs, and the peoples of the Maghreb, thus
creating concentric circles of solidarity with which to be identified.

In Africa, the NLF concentrated on denouncing colonialism in gen-
eral and French colonialism in particular. It called on Africans to cut
themselves off from France by rejecting every kind of Franco-African
alliance. It reminded them of their obligation to support the Algerian
cause both at the United Nations and in inter-African conferences. In
effect, the struggle for liberation in Algeria was part of the African
political scene and undoubtedly accelerated the process of decoloni-
zation throughout the French possessions in Africa. It also tended to
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accentuate the split between the moderate Monrovia group of Afri-
can states and the more radical Casablanca group, added liberation
to the aims of African unity, and enlarged the concept of solidarity
to encompass all of Africa. In this way, pan-Africanism, based on
common identity among black Africans, was replaced by African
unity, based on the common struggle against colonialism and the
spirit of liberation and embracing all of Africa north and south of
the Sahara.

In the Arab world, the call of the NLF for solidarity was presented,
from the beginning, as a natural appeal for support to ‘‘brothers’’ in
an hour of need. For ‘‘in addition to links that unite the people of
Bandung as a whole, the Algerian people are united with the Arab
Middle East by close ties of culture and civilization, by the same his-
tory and by a future to be built together.’’22 For that matter, Arab
solidarity existed throughout the Algerian war in very concrete
terms without wavering. The Algerian cause was a rare case of unan-
imity among the Arab states, motivating them to transcend their
differences, while the NLF scrupulously avoided getting trapped in
inter-Arab rivalries. The Front, here too, added liberation to the
aims of Arab unity, going so far as to call for the use of petroleum
as a weapon against imperialism.23 But, except for advocating libera-
tion, the NLF adopted a prudent attitude in approaching other ques-
tions of Arab unity, taking a gradualist approach and giving priority
to unity among the states of the Maghreb.

Maghreb unity was rooted in the emergence of the nationalist
movements in Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco, from the African
North Star in 1926 through successive waves of student militancy to
the programme in 1954 to coordinate the armed struggle throughout
the region.24 The Algerian war nevertheless exposed the strengths
and weaknesses of unity. It was the occasion for political support,
for welcoming Algerian refugees in Morocco and Tunisia, and for
periodic meetings of cooperation. On the other hand, it also exacer-
bated differences among the political leadership in the three coun-
tries. The separate accession to independence undoubtedly intensi-
fied nationalist feelings to the detriment of dynamic unity. The crux
of the difference between Algeria and the other countries lay in the
latter having achieved independence through negotiation rather
than armed struggle.

The many manifestations of support for the Algerian cause tended
to create tensions with France, as had military actions like the bomb-
ing of the Tunisian village of Sakiet Sidi Youcef in February 1958.
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But, more deeply, the concern on the part of Tunisia and Morocco
to maintain good relations with France often led them to seek a solu-
tion in a French–North African framework that would require con-
cessions from the NLF. The Front always opposed such moves, re-
minding its neighbours of the need to respect its autonomy and the
strategy of its struggle. The purpose of the Conference of Tangiers
in April 1958 of the nationalist parties of the three countries,25 ac-
cording to the NLF, was ‘‘to agree on a common line of conduct to
bring about the independence of Algeria.’’26 That important meet-
ing institutionalized Maghreb unity by creating a consultative assem-
bly and a permanent secretariat, but it did not fundamentally change
the relations among the three countries or settle the territorial con-
troversies between the NLF and its neighbours. The impulse toward
unity, for the moment, permitted them to express solidarity during
the armed struggle. It permitted Algeria to confront France with a
relatively united Maghreb but postponed any real union to a post-
independence scenario.

By the time of independence, Algeria had developed both experi-
ence and a series of guiding principles in foreign policy as well as
strong alliances and a diplomatic corps that had been matured in the
international activity of the Algerian struggle.27 Algeria emerged
from its battle for liberation with international prestige that stimu-
lated it to take an active role in politics, choosing a leading theme
during each period and achieving a more important position in the
international system than was warranted by its material capability.
People are an important element in making foreign policy choices
and successive presidents had a great influence on Algerian diplo-
macy. It was a diplomacy, moreover, that, owing to both its intensity
and its wide range of action, was neither linear nor univocal since
constraints in the internal and the external environments often led
to hesitation, setbacks, and contradictions. But it is still possible to
analyse the main lines of Algerian foreign policy by following the
leading themes chosen at each stage of its development.

The liberation of Africa

The leading theme in Algerian foreign policy in the years imme-
diately after independence and throughout the 1960s was the libera-
tion of Africa. Other themes were less evident in a young diplomacy
anxious to establish itself on the international scene. Engulfed in ter-
ritorial disputes, the idea of Maghreb unity became secondary to
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Africa in the hierarchy of interests pursued in Algerian foreign pol-
icy.28 It was the same for the Arab world, where Algeria found no
common objective except the Palestinian question, which took centre
stage from the time of the Six Day War in 1967. For the rest, Algeria
sought to keep its distance from inter-Arab rivalries. Relations with
France, at the same time, were limited to bilateral discussions, involv-
ing questions of state succession and the application of the Evian Ac-
cords that had granted Algerian independence.29 Finally, with regard
to the two superpower blocs, Algerian policy was defined as non-
aligned and anti-imperialist. Algeria also stood back from taking
sides in the Sino-Soviet dispute that arose at the time and dominated
the preparations for the second Bandung conference, which was to be
held in Algiers in June 1965.30

In contrast, Africa offered Algeria the possibility of pursuing a for-
eign policy that continued the direction that had been adopted during
the struggle for liberation. Throughout the continent, the indepen-
dence of Algeria had been hailed as an African victory. On its side,
the NLF considered that, by its armed struggle, it had contributed to
accelerating the process of decolonization in Africa, particularly in
the part of Africa dominated by the French.31 Algeria was thus ob-
liged to support those movements that were fighting the same battle
elsewhere in Africa. It was a total obligation, moreover, aimed at the
complete liberation of the continent from colonial domination and
from the oppression of regimes of racial minorities in southern
Africa. Continuity in policy was maintained by the first two presi-
dents of independent Algeria. Whereas, under the first president, Ben
Bella, Algeria opened its doors to liberation movements fighting
against colonialism and racism and to opposition parties to indepen-
dent African regimes, under President Boumediene it pursued a
more selective policy to separate the wheat from the chaff. In both
cases, however, actively engaged liberation movements were granted
political as well as military and financial assistance.

Faced with a multiplicity of liberation movements, sometimes in
conflict with one another, Algeria selected those it would support by
applying certain criteria: how representative the movement was, the
intensity of its effort, and support of the population. Those thus
chosen were movements that led in the struggle for independence,
among them the PAIGC in Guinea-Bissau,32 FRELIMO in Mozam-
bique,33 the MPLA in Angola,34 SWAPO in Namibia,35 the ANC in
South Africa,36 and ZAPU in Southern Rhodesia.37 Each of these
organizations had a permanent representative in Algiers, could train
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part of their forces in Algerian military camps, and was granted polit-
ical and financial support. Algeria also championed their cause within
international organizations, notably in the Organization of African
Unity (OAU), where it advocated freedom for the whole continent
and where it served as one of nine original members of a Committee
on Liberation responsible for coordinating military and financial as-
sistance to African liberation movements.38 Algeria’s presence on
the committee strengthened support for the most representative of
the movements and for the continuance of the committee itself
against detractors who wished to suppress it.39

The anti-colonialist and anti-racist solidarity championed in the
multilateral setting of the OAU and the United Nations system had
the same purpose that Algeria had pursued while struggling for its
own independence: to internationalize the problems of decoloniza-
tion and enlarge the scope of the anti-colonialist fight. Thus the ex-
perience gained in the national struggle was extended, after indepen-
dence, to the African continent. It was the same thrust that would be
followed in advocating a New International Economic Order in the
1970s, seeking to guarantee the best conditions for economic devel-
opment and the strengthening of sovereignty.40

The New International Economic Order

The progressive exercise of national sovereignty after independence
led to different measures of nationalization, beginning with the prop-
erty belonging to the French minority, who left Algeria in huge num-
bers after the cease-fire of March 1962. The decrees of 22 March
1963, establishing the nationalization of colonized lands, instituted
self-administration; this was to be a characteristic of Algerian social-
ism during the early years of independence. The exploitation of oil
and gas was also an issue that brought on long and difficult discus-
sions with the French.41 After the framework of the Evian Accords
and the Petroleum Code, which guaranteed France’s preponderant
right to exploit oil and gas reserves in Algeria, the agreements of 29
July 1965 established parity between the two countries for a period of
five years. Algeria took advantage of this period to develop the hu-
man and technical resources to take over complete control. And it
was only after having nationalized the Anglo-Saxon-owned oil com-
panies, following the Six Day War, and having sought in vain to gain
a 51 per cent share in the French companies that the Algerian gov-
ernment nationalized the latter on 24 February 1971. In reply to the

National policies on the United Nations

100



cry of the French companies that the Algerian petroleum products on
the international market were ‘‘red oil,’’ Algeria launched a major
diplomatic campaign to build support for the ‘‘right of people to man-
age their own natural resources,’’ the first expression of the call for a
New International Economic Order (NIEO).

It was in the African setting that Algeria first launched this princi-
ple, gaining the adoption at the Ninth OAU Summit (15–23 June
1971) of a resolution affirming ‘‘the inalienable right of all countries
and of African countries in particular to exercise their permanent
sovereignty over their natural resources in the interest of their na-
tional development in accordance with the spirit and the principles
of the Charter of the United Nations and the Charter of the OAU.’’
The Algerian spokesman of the delegation commented: ‘‘this resolu-
tion should be put in the framework of the dispute over petroleum
between Algeria and France. It is thus very important that the OAU
support Algeria under these circumstances.’’42 Algeria continued to
take similar action at the level of the non-aligned states as well as in
the Organization of Petroleum-Exporting Countries (OPEC) and in
the United Nations in developing support for the NIEO.

For that matter, the direction had already been set at the meeting
of the Group of 77 in Algiers in November 1967 with the adoption of
the Charter of Algiers, which prescribed the strategy that developing
countries followed at the second session of the United Nations Con-
ference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) held in New Delhi
(1 February–19 March 1968) and further pursued at the third session
held in Santiago (13 April–29 May 1972).43 But it was at the Fourth
Summit Conference of the Non-Aligned States in Algiers (5–9 Sep-
tember 1973) that the programme of action that became the NIEO
was fully developed, in no small part inspired by Algerian documen-
tation. The programme aimed at reducing the inequalities between
the developed and developing countries and at achieving greater co-
ordination and exchange among the latter in order to achieve their
‘‘collective autonomy.’’44

In moving to realize its goal, Algeria first sought to consolidate the
‘‘petroleum front’’ and to draw on the efforts of petroleum-producing
countries to assert their authority over the world price of oil. It was a
favourable time for such a move in the wake of the Six Day War and
the oil embargo imposed by the Arab producing countries. The steep
rise in the price of oil that followed gave OPEC a significant role and
enabled its members to take the initiative in world markets. This de-
velopment gave further impetus to the idea of an NIEO that Algeria,
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as president of the non-aligned movement, then proposed in the
United Nations.

It was on the initiative of Algeria45 that the Sixth Special Session
of the UN General Assembly was convened on 9 April 1974. Over a
period of nearly three weeks, the delegates debated the conditions
for reforming international economic relations and adopted two fun-
damental texts as the legal basis for the NIEO – Resolutions 3201 (S
VI) and 3202 (S VI), the first a declaration of general principles for
establishing the NIEO and the second a proposed programme of ac-
tion, including a statement of objectives and the means and modali-
ties for achieving them. A number of rights favouring developing
countries were also affirmed, including permanent sovereignty over
natural resources, the free and unimpeded right of nationalization,
and access to modern technologies. Several months later, the 29th
regular session of the General Assembly met, with the Algerian For-
eign Minister, Bouteflika, as president, and passed a third fundamen-
tal text, Resolution 3281 (XXIX), which encompassed a Charter of
Economic Rights and Duties of States, originally proposed by the
Mexican head of state, Luis Echeverı́a.

These meetings gave Algeria the opportunity to influence the inter-
national scene and to press its objectives46 through the texts of reso-
lutions that received international approbation and became the refer-
ence points for the NIEO. It was an ambitious undertaking that had
substantial implications for international economic relations, touch-
ing different sectors (financial, commercial, industrial, and technolo-
gical), and bringing into question the well-established interests of de-
veloped countries. Realizing the aims required, at minimum, consent
by those that had voted for the resolution and unfailing cohesion on
the part of the countries of the third world.

Nevertheless, the subsequent experience in North–South dialogue,
reactivated by the Conference on International Economic Co-
operation in Paris from late 1975 to mid-1977 between 19 third world
and 8 industrialized countries,47 did not respond fully to the expecta-
tions of the South. The few concessions that were extracted, such as
the pledge to devote 0.7 per cent of GNP to development assistance
and the creation of a stabilization fund for primary products, only
partially satisfied the needs of developing countries and did not be-
gin to meet the level of declared intentions and promises. The cohe-
sion of the third world also gave signs of weakening and Algeria
found its radical positions gaining less and less favour, especially in
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OPEC meetings. At the same time, the Western Saharan situation
began to demand its attention and, as President Boumediene’s ad-
ministration gave way to that of President Bendjedid, Algerian for-
eign policy began a slow evolution toward the easing of tensions and
the practice of mediation.

The policy of mediation

Several factors help explain the evolution toward a new policy direc-
tion:
– the anti-colonialist movement weakened after the Portuguese colo-

nies were granted independence and the Rhodesian problem was
settled;

– the call for an NIEO gave signs of losing steam in the face of the
intransigence of the developed countries; at the same time, the
New World Information and Communications Order was shaken
by the fierce opposition of the United States, which quit UNESCO
in 1984, followed by the United Kingdom;

– last, but not least, the economic crisis that Algeria suffered from
the diminishing of its petroleum resources and the aggravation of
its external debt took away its freedom to manoeuvre and focused
its attention on internal problems.

All of these factors influenced the conduct of Algerian foreign policy,
which became increasingly directed at ‘‘calming the waters’’ and re-
ducing the causes of conflict or tensions. It was demonstrated in rela-
tions with the other Maghreb states by the application of the principle
of ‘‘positive good neighbours’’ set down by President Bendjedid in a
speech on the state of the nation on 20 December 198148 and in-
volved the elimination of territorial disputes and the establishment
of regional cooperation across clearly limited and incontestable fron-
tiers.49 The resources of Algerian diplomacy were fully deployed and
negotiations carried out with neighbouring states in order to defuse,
as President Bendjedid put it, the ‘‘sleeping bombs’’ that the bound-
ary disputes represented. A series of conventions demarcating boun-
daries were signed with Niger, Mali, and Mauritania.50 The contested
territories that Algeria had with Tunisia and Morocco were dealt with
through a general détente that progressively developed from 198251
and led to the creation of the Union of Arab Maghreb in February
1989 in Marrakesh. This move was possible only by the common ac-
cord of Algeria and Morocco to pass over their disagreements over
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the Western Sahara and the efforts of Algeria to ease the tensions
between Tunis and Tripoli and overcome Moroccan–Libyan differ-
ences.

The policy of mediation was demonstrated in a very special way in
1981 in the case of the American hostages in Iran and provided a new
dimension to Algerian foreign policy. Algeria, in effect, fulfilled all of
the conditions of an effective mediator in having been chosen by com-
mon accord between the two parties and, having their full confidence,
was seen to possess certain necessary qualities:
– neutrality: Algeria had abstained from taking the part of either side

in the hostage crisis52 and, from the beginning, had shown a hu-
manitarian concern through the visits of its diplomats to the hos-
tages;53

– independence: Algeria had constantly affirmed and demonstrated
its autonomy in matters of foreign policy;

– disinterest: the controversy between the two parties did not affect
the national interests of Algeria.

To these attributes were added availability, discretion, and the com-
petence of Algerian diplomats, whose role, in the long negotiations
in which they served as intermediaries, eventually contributed to a
solution.54

The success of its mediation permitted Algeria to gain prestige in
the international arena and encouraged it to renew the experience
on several occasions, but with only mixed results. For example, Al-
gerian mediation in the Iran–Iraq conflict was short-lived and cost
the tragic disappearance of its Minister for Foreign Affairs and the
team that had accompanied him. In addition, Algeria’s neutrality
was seen by Iraq as a grave lack of duty on behalf of Arab solidarity.
In contrast, Algeria, paralleling action taken by several states en-
gaged in a West African non-aggression agreement,55 was able to as-
sist in ending an armed conflict between Mali and Burkina Faso and,
again, by its contacts in Tripoli and Njamena, helped settle a Chad–
Libyan dispute. Finally, Algeria participated with Morocco and Saudi
Arabia in a tripartite committee56 to try to find a solution to the Leb-
anese crisis, an example of the policy of mediation that, nevertheless,
broke the tradition of not taking sides in inter-Arab conflicts in the
Middle East.

The period of mediation policy contrasts with earlier periods by
directing Algerian foreign policy towards the stabilization of the
international system and the resolution of conflicts rather than con-
testing and advocating changes in the established order. It reflected
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Algerian national interests less openly than it did humanitarian con-
siderations and a will to reconcile brothers who had become enemies.
It relied more on qualities of discretion, dialogue, and conciliation
than on a combative spirit and widespread mobilization of support.
At the same time, the debt problem, which bled the economies of a
number of developing countries, including Algeria, hardly inspired
energetic action in international affairs. Nevertheless, these changes
should not obscure the constants that assured Algerian foreign pol-
icy of a certain continuity based on foundations and principles that
persisted over the phases of its evolution.

Foundations and principles

The basic texts of the NLF and successive constitutions adopted after
independence constitute the doctrinal framework of Algerian pol-
icies, including its foreign policy. Together they constitute the expres-
sion of official discourse and define the programme of action.

It was the proclamation of 1 November 1954 by the NLF that first
fixed ‘‘the internationalization of the Algerian problem’’ as one of the
objectives of the armed struggle and gave priority to action in the
context of North Africa. It also referred to the Charter of the United
Nations and assigned ‘‘two essential tasks to be carried out simultan-
eously: to take political and direct action within the organization; and
to go beyond to make the Algerian problem a reality for the whole
world with the support of all our natural allies.’’ The Soumman Plat-
form, adopted in August 1956, reaffirmed the Maghrebian framework
of the Algerian revolution and called for solidarity with neighbouring
countries, while favouring the creation of a federation of the three
North African states after independence. The call for solidarity went
further, however, extending to all countries while emphasizing, in two
places, the autonomy of the Algerian revolution, which was depend-
ent on no outside power. Finally, the importance of the United Na-
tions was underscored in referring to the first debates on the Al-
gerian question at the 10th session of the General Conference and
mapping out a strategy of action in the world organization.

The Tripoli Programme, adopted in June 1962 on the eve of inde-
pendence, set down more explicitly the foreign policy choices of Al-
geria and defined its policy of alliances, with a hierarchy expressed in
the concentric circles of its Maghrebian, Arab, and African inter-
ests.57 The problems of unity were recognized in speaking of the con-
cern to overcome narrow considerations and the will to support, in
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concrete terms, ‘‘the liberation of the masses.’’ Colonialism and im-
perialism were denounced and criticism of neo-colonialism was
centred on the Evian Accords, which were labelled ‘‘a neo-colonialist
platform from which France was ready to assert a new form of domi-
nation.’’ The programme was optimistic in estimating that ‘‘Algeria
is achieving sovereignty in an international context where the bal-
ance of forces is evolving in favour of the peoples of the world and
to the detriment of imperialism.’’ The Charter of Algiers,58 elabor-
ated at the NLF Congress of April 1964, took the same line and, on
the whole, repeated the analysis, but added a more pronounced
Marxist tone by referring to the ‘‘coexistence of states with different
economic and social systems’’ and to the Treaty of Moscow on the
limitation of nuclear weapons. The Charter of Algiers, however, pro-
gressively fell into the background and ceased to be used as an official
document of reference with the coming of a new regime in June of
1965.

It was in 1976 that a new text, the National Charter, was adopted
by referendum after a wide popular debate and determined the broad
outline of the constitution developed several months later. The two
texts together constituted a doctrinal and institutional basis for guid-
ing the action of the state and the party.59 Foreign policy had an im-
portant place in the National Charter and, if the analysis repeated the
denunciation of colonialism, neo-colonialism, and imperialism, em-
phasized non-alignment, and identified the priority of Maghreb,
Arab, and African interests in the policy of alliances, there were sev-
eral new elements. Economic issues were given greater emphasis with
the call for the New International Economic Order and affirmation of
the right of people to manage their natural resources. Reference to
OPEC expressed the prime importance that Algeria gave to that or-
ganization in the battle of the 1970s for control over petroleum
prices. It gave Arab unity the same duty as liberation of the Palesti-
nian people, but also underscored the objective of Algeria’s control-
ling its economic potential. The crisis in relations with Morocco over
the Western Sahara helps explain the large part devoted to the Magh-
reb and the insistence on the Maghreb of Peoples rather than the
Maghreb of States: ‘‘recent history shows us that unity will not be
achieved by action at the top, but will be forged by solidarity and
common action by the masses around the same objectives.’’

A new text of the National Charter, amended and adopted by
referendum in January 1986, contains new elements in the chapter
devoted to foreign policy in comparison with the text of 1976. The
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policy of ‘‘positive good neighbours’’ characterizes relations with
others in the region and the notion of a ‘‘Maghreb of the Peoples’’ is
only indirectly evoked when discussing Maghreb unity: ‘‘in effect,
that unity, from the view of the Algerian revolution, must serve the
people of the region and help them achieve prosperity.’’ The Iran–
Iraq war stimulated a call to the necessity ‘‘for all Arab and Islamic
peoples to work to resolve the differences that divide them,’’ while
recognizing, at the same time, the difficulty of strengthening the ties
among them. Without renouncing the New International Economic
Order, the text nevertheless underscores the difficulties encountered
and the impasse into which the North–South dialogue has fallen be-
cause of ‘‘the refusal of certain industrialized countries to become en-
gaged in global negotiations that could lead to a New International
Economic Order to bring about conditions of real recovery and bal-
anced development for developing countries.’’ It also emphasizes the
need to enhance ‘‘South–South cooperation so that the countries of
the Third World can consolidate their policies and reinforce their
negotiating position vis-a-vis the industrialized countries.’’ These dif-
ferent texts, only briefly presented, mark the successive steps in Al-
gerian foreign policy. They reveal, at the same time, the lines of con-
tinuity that, through changes over time, have constituted the driving
forces that have guided Algerian diplomatic action. These forces
emerged through the continuities in the fundamental texts and actual
practice in the course of the different stages and evolved less by elim-
ination than by a deepening of established principles and the addition
of new ones.

The first constant in Algerian foreign policy is the close connection
between internal and external policies. It is explicitly stated in the
doctrinal texts of the NLF and is the primary element motivating ex-
ternal actions, which gain force from their support in national politics.
Thus, the fight for national liberation was naturally extended in the
appeal for international solidarity against colonialism. In turn, anti-
colonialism became one of the major themes in the foreign policy of
independent Algeria. The experience of nationalizing its own eco-
nomic sectors inspired international action in advocating a New Inter-
national Economic Order. This connection served to amplify domes-
tic action to an international level and permitted Algeria to play an
international role that was otherwise beyond its material capabili-
ties. It also gave Algeria’s position an authenticity and force of per-
suasion drawn from its own experience: the best way of being heard
being to instruct by example.
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The second constant, which can flow from the first, is the principle
of independence in decision-making, rejecting any outside allegiance
as well as any meddling in Algerian domestic affairs. The Soumman
Platform underscored this principle forcefully: ‘‘We must be system-
atically watchful to preserve intact the independence of the Algerian
revolution.’’ The Tripoli Programme, in its turn, underscored the
need for an ‘‘independent foreign policy,’’ and the National Charter
recalls the determination of the Algerian revolution ‘‘to be free of
any foreign constraint.’’ This is not to deny the internal and external
constraints to which any developing country is subject and which con-
tribute to limiting its autonomy, but rather to take every possible pre-
caution to avoid dependence and make this effort a permanent factor
in its international relations. This principle, moreover, undergirds the
Algerian concept of sovereignty and its approach of non-alignment,
two other constants in its foreign policy. Sovereignty is conceived in
its dynamic meaning. It is concretized, in the first place, by defence of
territorial integrity and the immutability of national frontiers. These
principles were invoked during the course of the battle for liberation
and sustained the strong will of the NLF to liberate the national ter-
ritory in its entirety and refuse any partition, even at the cost of pro-
longing the war. They were also defended after independence in the
face of territorial claims by its neighbours and determined Algeria’s
adherence to the juridical rule of the immutability of frontiers inher-
ited from the period of colonization (uti possidetis juris). Sovereignty
takes shape, in the second place, by the continual consolidation of
national independence, which is a never-ending struggle. Thus politi-
cal independence must be extended by economic independence, and
the right of people over their own destiny must be extended by their
right to manage their own natural resources.

Non-alignment emerges from the same quest for liberation and the
same affirmation of independence.60 The National Charter of 1976
states it thus: ‘‘Non-alignment is a constant policy of Algeria, the ex-
pression on the international level of the policy of national indepen-
dence.’’ It is not limited to refusing to be drawn into any bloc domi-
nated by a great power, but implies taking an active part in fighting
against any form of domination, be it political, economic, or cultural.
This militant concept of non-alignment is linked to Algeria’s relations
with different groups (Maghrebian, Arab, and African) in forming its
‘‘sphere of identity’’ and, in the liberating unity of combat, involves a
dialectic between affirmation and negation. The ‘‘sphere of identity’’
is opposed to the ‘‘sphere of rejection,’’ which, in turn, motivates the
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continuing policy of denouncing colonialism, anti-colonialism, imperi-
alism, Zionism, and apartheid.

The reform of the international order

Algeria pursues its foreign policy, based on these principles, within a
broad movement that challenges the existing international order and
demands its reform. One needs to remember that, like the rest of the
third world, Algeria came onto the international scene in a structure
that was already established and governed by the Yalta agreement,
which had divided the world into two blocs under the leadership of
the superpowers. The phenomenon of decolonization appeared in the
mid-1950s and, in the course of the following 10 years, created new
actors in international relations and raised the problem of reform of
the international system. By the radical character of its struggle for
national liberation, Algeria was led to play an active role in the fore-
front of the movement to reform the world order, in general, and the
United Nations system, in particular.

Algerian participation in international conferences and in the work
of international organizations had begun even before independence.
It is sufficient to recall the part played by the NLF in conferences in
the African context and the place of the Provisional Government in
the Casablanca group, which, in contrast to the Monrovia group, was
characterized by strong support for the Algerian cause, support that
was also expressed at the Non-Aligned Summit in Belgrade in 1961.
Before that date, moreover, Algeria, while still in the midst of battle,
participated in Afro-Asian assemblies and had a special status in the
League of Arab States, which assured it of support. But it was in the
General Assembly of the United Nations that Algeria pursued a par-
ticularly active campaign for the ‘‘internationalization of the Algerian
problem’’ in successive sessions from 1955.61 General Assembly Re-
solution 1514 (XV) of 14 December 1960 on granting independence
to all colonial countries and peoples was an important step in the
evolution of the world organization in favour of decolonization and
reinforced the position of the NLF in the debates on the ‘‘Algerian
question.’’

Upon independence, Algeria joined international organizations in
two stages: the first was dominated by the essentially political preoc-
cupations of the new state, and the second was marked by its growing
interest in the economic problems of development.62 Thus, during
the early 1960s, Algeria joined the United Nations and its specialized
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agencies as well as the OAU and the Arab League. Its activity in
these organizations was principally directed toward the problems of
decolonization and conflict resolution. Coming from the prestige of
its successful struggle for liberation, Algeria presented itself as a
champion of the anti-colonial struggle. The Palestinian cause was a
particular focus for its activities in the Arab League and permitted
Algeria to project its militant concept of Arab unity while avoiding
inter-Arab ideological splits. The Arab–Israeli war of 1967 gave it
the opportunity to confirm its commitment in this conflict despite the
distance from the battlefield.

The Palestinian cause was also argued by Algeria at the OAU, of
which it had been a founding member and in which it had partici-
pated actively in preparing the Charter.63 Support for African inde-
pendence movements was one of the major thrusts of Algerian activ-
ities in the pan-African organization and especially in its Committee
on Liberation.64 The engagement of Algeria was notably evident in
the ‘‘Rhodesian affair,’’ unleashed by the unilateral declaration of in-
dependence by Ian Smith on 11 November 1965. Algeria was one of
the few African countries to apply the sanctions set down by the
OAU council of ministers and to break diplomatic relations with
Great Britain.65 The OAU, soon after its creation, was also the
vehicle through which the border dispute between Morocco and Al-
geria was examined and settled in 1963. It was Algeria that favoured
an African, rather than a Maghrebian, Arab League, or UN frame-
work. It made the same choice for the settlement of the Western
Saharan conflict, without excluding the United Nations, whose
Secretary-General had already organized a referendum on self-deter-
mination in the region.

At the United Nations, the Palestinian issue and the African libera-
tion movements were central themes in the diplomacy of Algeria,
whose representatives participated regularly in the Committee on
Decolonization created in 1961.66 Its commitment also led Algeria
to be designated (along with Senegal and Zambia) by the OAU to
argue the African position on the Rhodesian case before the Secur-
ity Council67 and to represent Africa before the special committee
of the Council on the application of economic sanctions against the
Salisbury regime. In effect, sanctions against these denounced re-
gimes paralleled support for the liberation movements. Thus Al-
geria participated in activities whose aim was to have the interna-
tional community outlaw these regimes and exclude them from the
organizations of the United Nations system. The results were gener-
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ally mixed but still put these countries in an uncomfortable defensive
position. The Republic of South Africa and Portugal were the special
targets and were indeed excluded from the Economic Commission
for Africa, the International Labour Organization, and UNESCO.

Although activities in international organizations in the 1960s were
focused on the problems of decolonization, Algerian diplomats were
also able to become familiar with the politics and working methods of
the aforementioned organizations. It was a kind of apprenticeship,
which prepared them for the following phase, which was dominated
by economic issues. In order to consolidate the sovereignty it had
gained with political independence, Algeria had to seek economic in-
dependence. The multiple problems posed by the development of the
country and mobilization of its resources revealed the structural rela-
tionship between dependence and imperialism as well as the interna-
tionalization of economic processes. Thus Algeria began to direct its
foreign policy toward economic issues and to take the lead in interna-
tional arenas in the 1970s in advocating a New International Eco-
nomic Order.

For this purpose, Algeria first addressed the countries of the third
world through the non-aligned movement, it being necessary to gain
the support of those who found themselves in the same situation and
who, in certain cases, shared the same aspirations. Their numerical
importance gave them a counterbalance to the power of the estab-
lished countries, at the least to be able to shake their dominant posi-
tion. Algeria was thus at the centre of the meetings that began to
question the existing world order: e.g. the Fourth Conference of the
Non-aligned States in Algiers (5–9 September 1973), the Sixth Spe-
cial Session of the UN General Assembly convened on the initiative
of Algeria (April–May 1974), the 29th session of the General Assem-
bly under the presidency of the Algerian Foreign Minister, and the
Conference of Heads and Chiefs of State of OPEC countries in
Algiers (4–6 March 1975).

These conferences permitted Algeria to formulate its concept of
the NIEO68 and to emphasize certain central ideas like ‘‘counting
on yourself’’ or self-reliance, sovereignty over natural resources and
the right of nationalization, the pricing of primary commodities, re-
form of the international monetary system, and development assis-
tance. Ideas like these also had to be argued in the international
financial agencies in which Algeria had a growing interest. Algeria
had joined OPEC only in 1969 and the Organization of Arab Petro-
leum Exporting States (OAPES) a year later, having judged them
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both too docile in dealing with the large Western oil companies. But
these hesitations gave way to a desire to make these organizations a
place for developing an agreed-upon petroleum strategy by third
world producers and an instrument for mobilizing resources for de-
velopment assistance in the framework of South–South cooperation,
especially Arab–African cooperation.

Algeria participated in creating new organizations to respond to
Arab–African cooperation, for example, the Arab Fund for Techni-
cal Assistance to Arab Countries, the Arab Fund for Economic and
Social Development, the OPEC Fund for International Develop-
ment, the Special Fund of the OAPES, and the Arab Bank for Eco-
nomic Development in Africa.69 At the same time, Algeria worked to
strengthen the role of the UN Conference on Trade and Develop-
ment (UNCTAD) to counter the preponderant influence of the West-
ern powers in the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), as well as the World
Bank. All of these actions were part of the movement to reform the
international system and, more precisely, the United Nations system.
The terms of the debate placed in opposition the well-established
powers that had originally created the system and the newcomers on
the international scene and reflected the dialectic of ‘‘numbers and
power.’’

The dialectic of numbers and power

Reform of the international order became an issue when the new
states gained independence and their numbers gave them a majority
in international organizations. So long as the powers that had estab-
lished the rules could dominate the system, the question of reform
was less acute and did not bring into question the very philosophy
that had prevailed when the system was founded. In these circum-
stances, the majority and power were not contradictory. But they be-
came so with the influx of new states and the creation of a new major-
ity that emerged from the democratization of the organizations. In
the debate that followed with the industrialized states, Algeria de-
fended the positions of the third world, positions that were first dis-
cussed in the more limited African or Asian–African group.70

The first rule that was raised was (and remains) that of ‘‘one state,
one vote.’’ This rule brings into question the oligarchic character of
certain of the operating principles in the organizations of the UN sys-
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tem. The right of veto is one of these since it gives each permanent
member of the Security Council the power to block action against
the will of all of the other members. This power has been broadly
used and has often paralysed the United Nations in taking action.
The states of the third world have not hesitated to criticize this prac-
tice, which greatly weakens the principle of the sovereign equality of
states that is granted in the UN Charter.

Another discriminatory practice is the weighted voting in the finan-
cial institutions of the UN system, which ensures that the principal
contributors will monopolize the decision-making process. Several
proposals have also been made by the developed countries to intro-
duce weighted voting in the General Assembly in order to reduce
the effects of what is called a third world ‘‘automatic majority’’ by its
detractors. Among these proposals71 are: taking abstentions into ac-
count in voting; the introduction of weighted voting in financing de-
velopment programmes; and the concept of ‘‘associated states’’ as ap-
plied to ‘‘micro-states’’ of limited means that would not have to
contribute to the United Nations but would, in turn, give up their
right to vote. This last proposal would introduce a kind of discrimin-
atory regime based on capacity to pay, which would be contrary to
the principle of universality and, thus, unacceptable.

The democratization of the UN system implies, in effect, the appli-
cation of the principle of universality, which assumes the participa-
tion of all states on an equal footing in the affairs of the international
community.72 The Fourth Conference of the Non-Aligned States at
Algiers underscored this point in its policy declaration: ‘‘The non-
aligned states must continue to work . . . for the transformation of in-
ternational relations in the direction of democracy and the equality of
all states in order to be sure that decisions which could affect small
and large countries are not taken without their full participation on
the basis of equality.’’ The general UN declaration concerning the
establishment of the NIEO confirmed this principle73 and the Char-
ter of Economic Rights and Duties of States gave it the status of law
in Article 10, which states: ‘‘All states are equal under law and, as
equal members of the international community, have the right to par-
ticipate fully and effectively in the adoption, at the international level,
of decisions taken to solve world economic, financial and monetary
problems.’’74 All of these texts only substantiate the tendency to-
ward majority rule in the United Nations that favours such participa-
tion. It was the principle of universality that led Algeria to support
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the admission of the People’s Republic of China into the United Na-
tions as well as the struggles for liberation in order to free dominated
peoples and integrate them into the international community.

Democratization also implies the application of majority rule in the
absence of unanimity and the acceptance by the minority of the deci-
sions taken by majority vote as an expression of the will of the inter-
national community. The problem is in implementing such decisions
and establishing their binding character for everyone. The legal de-
bate about the value of resolutions passed in international organiza-
tions covers a political debate that arises from the problem of the dia-
lectic of numbers and power. Like a great number of non-aligned
countries, Algeria wants to confer a greater obligation on member
states to comply with resolutions adopted in the United Nations sys-
tem. Mohammed Bedjaoui, in this regard, developed an eloquent ar-
gument in favour of a ‘‘legal new deal’’ by giving resolutions the role
‘‘of instruments for the progressive development of international
law.’’75 But there are too many obstacles to accepting such a con-
cept. The developed countries, now a minority in the global organiza-
tions, all have a tendency to abstain from implementing any majority
decision that does not serve their interests – and there is no lack of
them. They also have numerous opportunities to meet as a ‘‘closed
club’’ to take decisions that preserve their interests.

The debate was accurately summarized by Virally when he said
that ‘‘the power of numbers is less a weapon to force a decision than
an instrument of pressure in multilateral negotiations where the ob-
jective is to come to a unanimous agreement.’’76 The concept of con-
sensus has been proposed as a way of reaching unanimity and avoid-
ing a split between majorities with their numerical weight and strong
minorities with their material power. But this formula of compro-
mise,77 while it has maintained a dialogue between the two groups
and has been presented as an intermediate solution between the
right of veto and majority vote, has strayed from that goal in prac-
tice. Consensus has had the effect of softening the propositions of
the third world and preserving the interests of the developed coun-
tries.

Indeed the problems of reforming the United Nations system have
been approached through compromise. The UN organizations have
always been considered by Algeria as the appropriate framework
through which to introduce new and more equitable rules in the rela-
tions between nations big and small. The National Charter makes this
clear: ‘‘The United Nations constitutes for the non-aligned countries
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an adequate framework in which they can participate in preserving
security in the world and establishing a just balance in the system of
international relations.’’ The reference to the ‘‘non-aligned nations’’
serves to situate the position of Algeria in the international system,
but also indirectly reveals the mediation through which it passes in
acting on the world scene. The context of the non-aligned somehow
fulfils the function of an ‘‘amplifier’’ for the actions of Algeria, as is
specifically illustrated by the economic reforms that it has proposed.

Economic reforms

The elaboration of the Algerian concept of a New International Eco-
nomic Order and its defence in UN organizations took the following
course:
– The nationalization of petroleum and natural gas in 1971 was the

point of departure for confrontation with the petroleum com-
panies, which tried a number of intimidation tactics in response,
notably by calling Algerian oil ‘‘red’’ on the world market.

– This confrontation was extended to the Arab level with the oil em-
bargo that followed the Arab–Israeli War of 1973 and was agreed
on at the Arab summit in Algiers in November.

– Shortly before that, the field was extended even further to the non-
aligned movement, whose summit was also held in Algiers in Sep-
tember.

– The culminating point was the proposal for an NIEO, beginning
with the Special Session of the General Assembly convened at the
request of Algeria and ending with passage of the programme of
action in May 1974 and the Charter of Economic Rights and Du-
ties of States in December of the same year.
This chronology brings out three principal stages in this process.

The first takes the national setting as the anchor for Algeria’s activ-
ity abroad and the second expands from that point by sensitizing
others and mobilizing support through the ‘‘sphere of identity’’ and
its central force, the non-aligned movement, in which close co-
operation developed between Algeria and the ‘‘founding countries’’
of India, Yugoslavia, and Egypt. The third stage is collective inter-
vention in the world organization in order to introduce modifications
into the international system. The final result, however, was a com-
promise between the position of those defending the status quo, who
hold power, and those advocating change, who hold the numbers. In
truth, the gains that have been fought for bear the marks of compro-
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mise. In the process, however, the initiative passed to the third world,
with Algeria contributing its part. Algeria rarely acts alone in the in-
ternational arena; rather it acts through the mediation of an ‘‘ampli-
fier’’ that can add weight to its position.

Despite the compromises, one of the achievements was affirmation
of the right of peoples to manage their own natural resources, includ-
ing recognition of the power of nationalization. The controversy
came over the question of compensation.78 Algeria took a radical
position on this issue, leaving it to the nationalizing state to judge
whether indemnification is justified and to fix the level of payment
unilaterally, with any dispute also subject to its jurisdiction. This posi-
tion can be found in point 8 of the economic declaration adopted at
the non-aligned summit in Algiers: ‘‘Every state can fix the level of
eventual compensation as well as the method for payment and all dis-
putes must be resolved in accordance with the national laws of that
state.’’79

The compromise text in the Charter of Economic Rights and
Duties of States retreated from this radical position, however. The
Charter recognized the right ‘‘to nationalize, expropriate or transfer
the property of foreigners,’’ but added that ‘‘it must pay reasonable
compensation . . . taking into account rules, laws and circumstances
that are appropriate.’’ On the one hand, the addition of the word
‘‘must’’ indicated an obligation, while the compensation is no longer
‘‘eventual.’’ Moreover, while recognizing the legal competence of the
nationalizing state to settle any disputes arising from the question of
compensation, other channels are open in cases where the states in-
volved ‘‘mutually agree to seek other peaceful means on the basis of
the sovereign equality of states and the principle of free choice.’’

With regard to protection against pressure or obstacles to the right
to nationalize, the declaration on establishing the NIEO considers na-
tionalization as an expression of the full sovereignty of a state and
adds: ‘‘No state can be subjected to economic, political or other coer-
cion aimed at preventing the free and full exercise of this inalienable
right.’’ The Charter, in Article 32, approaches the question in more
general and somewhat weaker terms: ‘‘No state should resort or en-
courage resort to economic, political or other measures that would
constrain another state in the exercise of its sovereign rights.’’ Alge-
ria and other third world countries sought to strengthen this pro-
tection during the debate on the definition of aggression by introdu-
cing the idea of economic aggression. But their efforts were in vain and
the resolution adopted on 14 December 1974 did not include this no-
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tion. In effect, the protection that a nationalizing state has is basically
theoretical in the face of the numerous means of economic pressure
at the disposal of the industrialized countries and the multinational
corporations. For that matter, the sophistication of these means of
pressure is such as to reduce the chance of giving the idea of eco-
nomic aggression a legal and practical character.

But protecting the right of nationalization is not sufficient. What is
necessary is to make it part of the economic development of the
country. The connection between nationalization and development
was emphasized by President Boumediene at the Sixth Special Ses-
sion of the General Assembly: ‘‘When [nationalization] breaks down
the screen which foreign owners hold up between us as producers and
our customers and suppliers, it permits us to participate fully in the
business of international relations [and thus becomes] an act of devel-
opment.’’ It is this link between nationalization and development that
justifies asking the United Nations to provide financial and technical
support to the nationalizing state and anticipates two parts of the pro-
gramme of action for the NIEO under the heading, ‘‘Assistance in
the exercise of permanent sovereignty by states over their natural re-
sources’’: ‘‘Every effort must be made (a) to neutralize any attempt to
prevent states from freely and effectively exercising their rights of
complete and permanent sovereignty over their natural resources;’’
and ‘‘(b) to insure that the competent organs of the United Nations
provide assistance requested by developing countries in order to as-
sure the full functioning of the means of nationalized production.’’80

In the thinking behind the NIEO, the problems of development are
matters for the international community as a whole. What follows is
an obligation for a coordinated effort by the industrialized countries
to assist the developing countries, and particularly the least devel-
oped, in terms of transferring technology, financing development pro-
grammes, and providing preferential treatment in economic and
commercial transactions. Article 18 of the Charter on Economic
Rights and Duties of States puts the matter thus: ‘‘the developed
countries must grant, improve and widen the general system of pref-
erences in favour of developing countries without reciprocity or dis-
crimination.’’ And Article 19 adds: ‘‘In order to accelerate the eco-
nomic growth of developing countries and overcome their economic
lag in comparison with developed countries, the latter must grant
them, in the areas of international economic cooperation in which
they are engaged, generalized preferential treatment without reci-
procity or discrimination.’’
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Although the principle of preferential treatment is strongly af-
firmed in the text, its realization still largely rests on the goodwill of
the developed countries. The same is true with regard to the section
on peace in the NIEO, calling on the great powers to end their build-
up of arms and devote part of the savings from disarmament to devel-
opment financing through the creation of an International Fund of
Disarmament for Development. The same message can be found in
Algeria’s National Charter of 1986: ‘‘In the area of disarmament and
collective security, Algeria has contributed to a better understanding
at the United Nations of the problem of reversing the course of arma-
ments by eradicating the reasons for their accumulation and enhanc-
ing the relation between the problems of peace and those of develop-
ment.’’ The opportunity that the United Nations provided to get this
message across nevertheless had little effect on the strategies of the
major powers or on the increasingly important resources devoted to
military purposes.

The NIEO was thus severely limited in making an impact on inter-
national economic relations and translating its principles into action.
The programme developed in the proposals encountered scepticism
and disenchantment.81 The idea of an International Law of Develop-
ment that it stimulated was re-examined in the light of the problems
of ‘‘double standards’’ and especially questions about the effective-
ness of norms when applied.82

Along the same lines, the long negotiations on the Law of the Sea
exposed the ambiguities in the notion of ‘‘the common heritage of
humankind,’’ first proposed by Malta and subsequently supported by
the Group of 77 to apply to the open seas outside of national jurisdic-
tion.83 On this point, Algeria based its position on a perspective that
tended to substitute solidarity and interdependence for domination
and competition in international relations.84 It also defended the in-
terests of less developed land-locked countries in supporting the es-
tablishment of a supranational organization with exclusive authority
over the exploitation of the open sea, including authority to restrain
the activities of the great powers and multinational corporations. This
provision was included in the relevant resolutions of the General As-
sembly in 1969 and 1970 and in the negotiating text adopted in Ge-
neva in 1975.

The following year, however, the developed countries responded
by weakening the principles defended by the Group of 77 and turn-
ing to their own advantage the idea of the ‘‘common heritage of hu-
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mankind’’ that Algeria wanted to raise to the level of an ‘‘imperative
law.’’85 In the end, the convention that was adopted in 1982 reintro-
duced the possibility of states and multinational corporations enga-
ging in the exploitation of the open seas.86 Despite the number of
concessions to its position, the United States did not sign the conven-
tion, retaining the capacity for unregulated action that its advanced
technology permits and ignoring the changes introduced by the sup-
porters of the NIEO and the modest limitations imposed on freedom
on the high seas. Nevertheless, the campaign that Algeria and the
Group of 77 carried out under the banner of the NIEO did not upset
the structure of classical international law, but nevertheless raised the
possibility of change over the long term. Defeats, like victories, are
never total and conquered lands are not held in perpetuity.

The American counter-offensive, apparent at the Third UN Con-
ference on the Law of the Sea, became more violent at UNESCO in
response to the New World Order on Information and Communica-
tions. It was rooted in a broadly based hostility to the UN system,
which was accused of excessive politicization.87 The United Nations
itself was not spared and faced an American threat to cut back its
resources at a time when it was facing severe financial difficulties. It
was this crisis that placed the issue of UN reform on the agenda.

Institutional reforms

The problems of UN reform are discussed elsewhere in this book and
need not be repeated here. What we want to concentrate on is the
position of Algeria on reform of the UN Charter and on the several
propositions that were advanced in the framework of ‘‘the examina-
tion of the effectiveness of the administrative and financial function-
ing of the United Nations.’’

One should remember that, like other developing countries, Al-
geria sees the United Nations as an especially important forum open
to the international community. As evidence of the importance it at-
tributes to the United Nations, Algerian representatives are, in gen-
eral, chosen from among the most experienced members of the diplo-
matic service, who have proved their worth in other posts or in
fulfilling government responsibilities. The basic texts of the NLF and
the Algerian constitutions have always given significant attention to
the United Nations, and Algerian diplomacy has worked to support
the world organization, emphasizing that the strongest support
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comes from its universality and its democratization. This is the angle
from which Algeria approaches the issue of institutional reform of
the United Nations.

Reform, however, goes back at least to 1974 when the Algerian
Foreign Minister presided over the General Assembly. At that time,
the Algerian delegate said that ‘‘the need to examine several proposi-
tions about the Charter has always been a concern of Algeria and the
non-aligned countries and creating an ad hoc committee could only
increase the efficiency of the UN. At the same time, if the Charter
belongs to all, nothing prevents such issues being considered by a
committee.’’88 Resolution 3349 then created a committee that, a
year later (under Resolution 3499 of the 1975 Assembly), was trans-
formed into the Special Committee on the Charter of the United Na-
tions and on the Strengthening of the Role of the Organization,
known as ‘‘the Committee on the Charter.’’ Algeria, together with
other third world countries, contemplated a general revision of the
Charter, while the developed countries, and particularly the perma-
nent members of the Security Council, defended the status quo and
would agree only to a partial revision that did not disturb the general
architecture of the system and, above all, their own domination. They
considered it more important to guard the Charter than to revise it.
These two divergent positions persisted throughout the discussion
that went on over a number of years and became increasingly lost in
interminable debates over procedure.89

At the level of general principles, Algeria took the initiative in in-
troducing amendments to Article 2 of the Charter to include the prin-
ciples of the right of self-determination and permanent sovereignty
over natural resources. The firm opposition of the permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council prevented their adoption. An indirect
route was also taken in the form of a complementary text for Algeria
and other partisans of reform to submit a declaration on the peaceful
solution of international disputes. What they sought was the defini-
tion of a dispute and of aggression, having in mind the Western Sa-
haran dispute90 and the struggles for liberation.91 Several meetings
were necessary, interrupted by caucusing sessions,92 in order for the
General Assembly to adopt by consensus, on 15 November 1982, the
Manila Declaration (Resolution 37/10) to serve as a standard in the
peaceful solution of disputes.

The debates revolving around the maintenance of peace and col-
lective security permitted Algeria and the non-aligned group to af-
firm their interest in democratizing the United Nations by proposing
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the enlargement of the Security Council and limiting the right of veto.
What Algeria has contended is that the maintenance of peace is a
concern of the whole of the international community and cannot be
limited to a dialogue among a few powers. The intervention of the
Algerian Minister for Foreign Affairs, Ahmmed Taleb-Ibrahimi, dur-
ing the 43rd session of the General Assembly in 1988 repeated that
position: ‘‘In the work on disarmament, which is essential to building
a peaceful order, all of us have a contribution to make. My country
has always considered that, while bilateral relations are necessary,
they should neither be excluded nor serve as a substitute for multilat-
eral action. The deplorable failure of the 3rd Special Session on Dis-
armament is a poor omen. We would like to think that it was a detour
along the way and a perverse situation that we can redress in the fu-
ture. When it comes to security for all and peace for all, universality
in action and decision-making must be the rule.’’93 A document pre-
pared by a group in which Algeria participated94 and serving as a
basis for discussion95 proposed that the competence of the General
Assembly be expanded in matters of peace and security and those of
the Security Council be limited. At the same time, it proposed enlar-
ging the Council on the basis of equitable geographical distribution,
permitting the third world to be better represented.

These proposals were rejected by the permanent members of the
Security Council, hostile to any modification of the existing balance.
They also rejected proposals to limit the use of the veto. Algeria, like
other third world countries, has criticized the right of veto as an ex-
ample of the inequality of states in fact and one of the causes of para-
lysis of the United Nations at times of crisis. This was the meaning of
a statement by the Algerian Foreign Minister, Mohamed Seddik
Benyahia, at the 37th session of the General Assembly: ‘‘Among the
major reasons for the failure of the organization to act in the face of
danger . . . is the abusive use of the veto, which is evidence of the
enormous gap that exists between the rule of unanimity and its appli-
cation.’’96 This same point was made on a number of other occa-
sions97 and each time encountered the firm resolve of the permanent
members to maintain the status quo, in effect imposing a closed sys-
tem that prevented the introduction of reforms in the UN Charter.
The work of the Committee on the Charter became engulfed in the
sands of interminable discussion and dilatory manoeuvres that
slowly dampened the will for reform. As the Algerian delegate re-
marked bitterly: ‘‘Instead of moving ahead in coherent fashion to-
ward substantial improvement in the way the UN works, the Commit-
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tee seems to have a pronounced preference for academic discussions
that have no practical effect.’’98

The split between the third world and the great powers, attenuated
by the presence of ‘‘groups of states,’’ is none the less a fact of life
and juxtaposes the partisans of reform with those who defend the sta-
tus quo. The latter, by force of inertia, have been able to empty the
work of the Special Committee of any really creative results, with the
exception of the Manila Declaration, which may be considered a
happy compromise. Outside of the Special Committee, Algeria’s re-
form activities have centred on efforts such as strengthening the UN
Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) as a specialized
agency in the UN system. President Boumediene raised this problem
at an early stage at the second session of the Group of 77 in Algiers in
1975,99 and the Lima Conference also adopted a recommendation on
UNIDO.100 While these efforts were successful, a move to strengthen
the role of UNCTAD failed.101 Another Algerian proposal that was
supported by the non-aligned, but that could not be implemented,
was to strengthen the Economic and Social Council by converting it
to an Economic Security Council.

In face of the grave crisis looming over the United Nations in 1987,
Algeria’s interest was in saving the world organization. The Minister
for Foreign Affairs set the tone in his address to the General Assem-
bly that year: ‘‘The United Nations finds itself at an essential cross-
roads. It must take on problems that involve the very survival of
humanity when its own existence is threatened.’’ He then went on:
‘‘there is no alternative to the preservation and strengthening of our
organization. If, to assure this, reforms are necessary to increase its
efficiency and if, from this point of view, there is a need for structural
changes, we must all encourage and contribute to this process. For
the international situation bears witness that it is, in truth, the only
instrument that humanity has to bring together the forces of all of us
and to open a universal perspective on peace and progress.’’

It is true that the budget crisis that the United Nations faced in the
mid-1980s relegated large plans for the global reform of the world
organization to a secondary level. The dominant concern about re-
form focused on budgetary problems and the rationalization of UN
administration. In this respect, Algeria adopted a defensive posture,
whether in the Group of 18 where it was represented by Layachi
Yaker (one of the group’s four vice-presidents) or in the Committee
for Programme and Coordination (CPC) where it had an observer. In
responding to different recommendations,102 Algeria’s position was
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dictated by an interest in defending the interests of the third world. If
UN expenditures must be limited (by avoiding overlapping staffing,
reducing the number of conferences and meetings, regrouping ser-
vices, and reducing staff, for example), these measures should not re-
duce the essential activities of the organization, particularly its devel-
opment programmes.

At the same time, reform in the sense of improving the efficiency of
the organization need not involve financial reductions.103 Algeria has
specifically defended the construction of a new headquarters for the
Economic Commission for Africa and opposed the reduction of its
budget, recalling the priority that the United Nations has given to de-
velopment in Africa. It has also reaffirmed the need for an equitable
geographical distribution of positions in the United Nations and an
enlargement of the CPC along the same lines. With regard to the
scale of contributions toward meeting the UN budget104 as set down
by the Committee on Contributions, Algeria protested against any
increase in the shares paid by the developing members of OPEC in
order to emphasize the constraints under which all third world coun-
tries operate and to propose the application of a principle of ‘‘com-
pensatory inequality.’’105 But this principle does not have the same
meaning for all: for some, it means a right that emerges from interna-
tional solidarity; for others, a favour that depends on the goodwill of
the creditor states. This is the same difference in perspective that was
reflected in the NIEO debate, the difference between confrontation
and solidarity.

Conclusion: The past as prologue

In terms of the discussion of this paper, it should be emphasized that
reform of the United Nations has been an issue throughout the his-
tory of the organization as changes have taken place in international
relations. But two periods have had a special impact on the issue of
reform. The first, in the 1960s, was brought about by the vast process
of decolonization, which set off an important transformation in the
structure of international relations. This was followed in the 1970s
by the development of the New International Economic Order. Al-
geria was at the heart of these two sets of events, which shook up
the world and introduced a wind of change in the United Nations.
The first but not the least of these changes heralded the massive ar-
rival of new actors on the international scene and the appearance of a
new majority in the United Nations that began to question the bal-
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ance established in the aftermath of World War II. The dynamic of
national liberation after accession to political independence then pro-
voked the second change, manifested by the introduction of the de-
bate on the NIEO in the institutions of the UN system.

Nevertheless, the force of ‘‘numbers,’’ short of material means,
could only end in a profound questioning and not a real change of
the existing system. The limits of the reform proposals revealed the
contradictions in the NIEO project, which sought to change the inter-
national system with the material assistance of the principal benefi-
ciaries of the established order. Even if one provisionally agrees
with an American commentator that ‘‘at the level of negotiations,
the NIEO is, literally, a paper tiger,’’106 it is nevertheless true that
the international system will never be the same. It is ‘‘condemned’’
to change and, this being the case, it will be impossible to ignore the
fundamental aspirations and democratization contained in the NIEO.
The signs of a new period of change are already knocking on the door
of the last decade of the century with the upheavals in the regimes of
Eastern Europe and the new balances and imbalances that follow in
the wake of the end of the Cold War.

Upheavals of this magnitude have usually followed a great war.
Without it being a certainty, the risk of war cannot be totally
brushed aside and, this time, could follow these deep mutations that
carry with them imbalances and instabilities in Eastern Europe: dis-
mantling of the Soviet bloc, intensification of ethnic conflicts, brutal
integration into the international capitalist markets, pluralist transi-
tion in a context of crisis . . . so many changes that are difficult to con-
trol. The ending of the East–West split is already accentuating the
North–South split, which will establish the new dialectic in the inter-
national system. It is in this context that the international order estab-
lished at the end of World War II is undergoing a profound revision.
The negotiation of new rules of the game will be carried out in the
presence of the third world, and the participation of developing coun-
tries will reflect the democratic hopes of the NIEO.

The dramatic changes in the international system are already mani-
fest in the United Nations, especially in the dominating role of the
United States, the withdrawal of any countervailing power with the
dismantling of the Soviet Union, and, in the beginning, the marginal-
ization of the countries of the South. In the case of Algeria, its role is
muted by internal adjustments through which it has been going and
by the weakening of the coalitions through which it had maximized
the influence of ‘‘numbers’’ in earlier transformations. Nevertheless
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the position that Algeria has taken on questions of UN reform re-
mains unchanged. Consistent with the aims of the countries of the
South, it is a position that calls for a democratization of the interna-
tional system and thus of the main organs of the United Nations:
the General Assembly, the Security Council, and the Economic and
Social Council.

The increased power of the Western states has reinforced the con-
centration of decision-making in the Security Council with the larger
General Assembly progressively weakened. What Algeria, together
with other developing countries, wants is a renewal of the Assem-
bly’s role so that the problems that involve the future of the interna-
tional community can be examined in a setting that permits the great
number of states to participate. Debate on reform of the Security
Council has already opened, with arguments ranging from the admis-
sion of Japan and Germany as permanent members to proposals for
broad representation based on regions and the creation of a category
of ‘‘semi-permanent members.’’ Here Algeria has favoured the
broader criteria that favour regional representation rather than eco-
nomic and financial capacity. At the same time, Algeria has advo-
cated the limited use of the veto to avoid its abuse and a realignment
in the relations between the Security Council and the General As-
sembly in order to enhance the influence of the Assembly.

The Economic and Social Council also needs to be revitalized, as
do the operational activities in the field of development throughout
the UN system. The right of development has to remain a priority.
In his Agenda for Peace, the Secretary-General emphasized the im-
portance of development in eliminating the sources of conflict and
violence as well as in creating the democratic structures of political
systems. All of these positions require the democratization of the
UN system and greater transparency in its organization. They serve,
moreover, as something of a counterbalance to the increasing pre-
dominance of the Western powers in international arenas and the
influence of ‘‘power’’ over ‘‘numbers.’’

The preoccupation of Algeria with internal problems of political
and social instability leaves no room for ambitious international ini-
tiatives, which can emerge only once the domestic front is consoli-
dated after widespread reforms. The transition toward pluralism,
born in crisis, does not necessarily guarantee democracy and still
less social progress. But it liberates forces engaged in defending and
eventually achieving pluralism through unrelenting and persistent ac-
tivity. The foreign policy of Algeria is necessarily affected by domes-
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tic conditions and will have to be conducted in a relatively low key in
maintaining constant pressures for the democratization of the United
Nations. The reality remains that international and domestic politics
are integrally connected, and thus developing countries such as Al-
geria must continue to be engaged in the United Nations and must
ensure that the evolution of the world organization takes a direction
that will enhance their interests.
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Éditions AIJDI, 1961), 141–183.
4. See PGAR memorandum in ibid., 191–201.
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4

Canada, the United Nations,
and the reform of international
institutions

Keith Krause, W. Andy Knight, and David Dewitt

Introduction: Canada and the UN system

Canada’s active participation in the United Nations system has been
a fundamental tenet of Canadian foreign policy since 1945 and re-
flects a deep-rooted commitment to the multilateral process. Al-
though the bulk of Canadian foreign policy activity is bilateral, the
pronounced emphasis on multilateralism is remarkable: as one re-
cent government statement noted, ‘‘for Canadians, multilateralism is
both an instinct and a vocation, and they expect their government to
play an active and positive multilateral role.’’1 This commitment to
the multilateral process can be traced back to Canada’s involvement
in the League of Nations, as the nascent Canadian state tried to
establish an independent foreign policy: League membership was
‘‘actively sought as an avenue for furthering Canadian autonomy in
foreign affairs.’’2

As a founding member, Canada played a significant role in the
drafting of the UN Charter, its unusually high level of influence being
in part a product of its involvement in World War II. The influ-
ence of delegates such as Escott Reid, Charles Ritchie, Norman Rob-
ertson, and Hume Wrong was reflected in such things as: the provi-
sion for the election of non-permanent members to the Security
Council; the right of non-members of the Security Council to have a
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voice on the Council if their armed forces were being called on in any
UN mission; the parallel and counterbalancing security function of
the General Assembly; the role of the Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC); and adherence to the functionalist principle.3 Successive
Canadian governments have prided themselves on Canada’s engage-
ment in most significant organizations and activities of the UN
system.4 This engagement is shaped by Canadian interests, but the
characteristic view is still that Canada is a net ‘‘contributor’’ to the
multilateral system. In financial terms, Canada is the fourth-largest
contributor to the United Nations and seventh-highest per capita con-
tributor. Canada has also held a seat on the Security Council as an
elected non-permanent member at least once each decade (most re-
cently in 1989–1990), served as the president or vice-president of the
General Assembly five times, and demonstrated similar leadership on
the main UN committees.

Canadian policy towards the United Nations in the 1980s, during a
time when the organization underwent a serious crisis in commitment
and resources, is of special significance. The Canadian commitment
to the organization held firm at a time when this had become unfash-
ionable for some major Western powers and close Canadian allies.
But while Canadian representatives to the United Nations in the
1980s fought off criticisms of its performance and relevance by
groups like the Heritage Foundation, they were not blind to the fact
that changes to the UN system were urgently required. The crisis of
multilateralism and the financial crisis in the United Nations during
the 1980s created a sense of greater urgency, especially among mem-
ber states wholly committed to the multilateral process, for reform
and adaptation of the UN system.5 Canada has been at the forefront
of many of the reform proposals promoted in different forums.

Reform has remained high on the priority list of the Canadian gov-
ernment.6 If ongoing reform efforts are seen as the means by which
the system of international governance evolves, it is important to
understand both the kinds of reforms that a country like Canada pro-
motes and endorses, and the domestic and international roots of this
reformist orientation. Various factors could explain the multilateralist
impulse of Canadian foreign policy and Canada’s consequent support
for reform of the UN system (many of which will be examined be-
low), and it is a truism that the foreign policy commitments of a state
in some way reflect its domestic political culture. Since at least the
early 1970s Canadian foreign policy has explicitly been described as
‘‘an extension abroad of national policies.’’7 It should be noted, how-
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ever, that support for multilateralism can also reflect the weakness
of a state’s position in the international system; as the Canadian Min-
ister of State for External Affairs acknowledged, ‘‘Smaller and
middle powers . . . need effective global institutions to make each of
our voices heard in the world.’’8 And ‘‘lesser powers,’’ as John
Holmes pointed out, ‘‘always feel the need of international institu-
tions more acutely than stronger powers . . . [through international
institutions] . . . lesser powers can, by consolidating their interests
with those of other countries, hope to have some impact on the great
powers.’’9 Thus an understanding of the role played by states like
Canada (and the sources of its policies) can shed some light on the
future possibilities for reform and adaptation of the UN system. The
strongest supporters of multilateral institutions may not be the most
powerful members, but they are crucial to the success of them, and
their efforts provide a useful window on the process of institutional
evolution itself.

This paper will approach these issues from two different, but re-
lated, perspectives. First, it will attempt to assess the direction and
impact of recent Canadian proposals for reform of the UN system,
within the overall context of UN reform efforts. Second, it will dis-
cuss the possible domestic and international sources of Canada’s
commitment to multilateralism that might help explain its particular
preoccupation with reforming and adapting the institution that best
embodies the multilateral ideal. These different perspectives will ulti-
mately help one to create a composite picture of the impulses and
pressures behind Canada’s policy towards the United Nations and
UN reform and, in a broader context, perhaps indicate some of the
possible future outlines of the UN system.

‘‘Reform’’ in the United Nations system

Reform, in one guise or another, has been on the UN agenda since
the organization was founded: its drafters explicitly recognized that
the UN Charter was not a perfect instrument and that it required
mechanisms of adaptation.10 It is essential, however, to clarify what
‘‘reform’’ means in the UN context, especially since there are many
different ways in which to conceptualize ‘‘reform activity.’’11 Only
then can one situate Canadian policy within the panoply of different
approaches to reform.

The term ‘‘reform’’ has been defined by John Renninger as ‘‘changes
in structures, practices, policies, bureaucratic arrangements, etc., that
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would lead to greater efficiency and effectiveness.’’12 In the United
Nations system, critics as well as supporters have advocated various
changes that have been deemed essential if the organization is to re-
main relevant. In some instances, commentators speak of a gap be-
tween perceived needs and the UN system’s inability to meet them,
based on an underlying perception that UN agencies are not keeping
pace with the rapid changes occurring in the world today.13

Reform remains, however, an elusive concept. Some member
states, especially those from the North, use the term to refer to re-
structuring, streamlining, and reactivating organizations of the
United Nations. For them, the major goal of any reform effort in the
United Nations should be to make organizations within the UN sys-
tem more accountable to members. Essentially, they see the UN or-
ganizations as needing a greater degree of management, control, and
rationalization. For member states from the South, the issue is com-
pletely different. They are less interested in the control and manage-
ment aspects and view reform as a means of making the UN system
more responsive to the needs of the less developed countries (i.e. im-
provement of the delivery mechanisms of the organization).14 This
type of reform is much less incremental and may even be categorized
as more revolutionary than reformist. Then there are still others,
coming from both the North and the South, who view reform as the
need to adapt the organization not simply in response to the needs
of the less developed world but rather to the changing international
climate.15

One potentially useful set of distinctions identifies three types of
reform activity:
(a) Process reform: concerns the internal/administrative functioning

of organizations and focuses on improvements to their efficiency
and operations.

(b) Adaptive reform: concerns the responsiveness of existing institu-
tions to a changing agenda of concerns, and focuses on structural
changes (including growth or retraction) to these bodies.

(c) Transformation reform: concerns the creation of new institutions
(or bodies within them) and the elimination or drastic reorgani-
zation of the activities and responsibilities of obsolete ones.

These three types of reformist activity range along a continuum from
‘‘incremental’’ to ‘‘revolutionary,’’ with of course a grey area be-
tween each of them. For example, the reforms that led to the merger
of various programmes into the UN Development Programme
(UNDP) can be regarded as either adaptive or transformational re-
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form. But these grey zones must not obscure the fundamental differ-
ence in approach signified by, for example, Canadian proposals for
improving the handling of financial and budgetary matters versus the
‘‘successor vision’’ advocated by the UNA-USA report. Although
states may share a common commitment to reform, this broad con-
sensus may obscure significant differences on not only the exact con-
tent of reform but the modalities and possibilities for reform itself.

Canada and UN reform: The historical pedigree

Although Canadian policy in the UN system has concentrated on spe-
cific issue areas, such as disarmament, development assistance, or hu-
man rights, Canada has also pursued a general policy commitment to
‘‘reformist activity.’’ The reformist pedigree reaches back to the
League of Nations, when Canada participated in the work of the
Committee of 28 (which met between 1936 and 1938) to study ‘‘the
application of the principles of the Covenant.’’ Canada’s role was un-
distinguished and it ‘‘took no active part in developing reform pro-
posals.’’16 Canadian foreign policy during this time could also not be
considered ‘‘internationalist’’ or ‘‘multilateralist,’’ coloured as it was
by the contradictory impulses of a strong isolationist sentiment
coupled with a quest for the recognition of full Canadian sovereignty
through membership and participation in international organiza-
tions.17 It has been argued that the motive behind the Canadian gov-
ernment’s involvement with the League lay in its desire to remain, as
much as possible, disentangled from the vagaries of international af-
fairs; a position that soon changed once Canadians assumed direct
responsibility over their foreign policy.

Once full sovereignty was achieved, Canada’s commitment to re-
form of international organizations changed. Under the United Na-
tions system, one can identify several major and minor initiatives sup-
ported or spearheaded by Canada that attempted from the outset to
make the UN system more responsive to the needs and wishes of its
members and more likely to meet the lofty (and unfulfilled) goals set
out for the organization by its founders. As early as 1945–1946, Cana-
dian policy reflected the view that international institutions, in order
to remain relevant, would have to undergo changes from time to
time. Lester Pearson was one of the first to call for a revisionary con-
ference to be held 10 years after the establishment of the organiza-
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tion. Canada’s Brock Chisholm, the first director of the World Health
Organization, argued in 1946 that the United Nations Charter and
the specialized agencies’ constitutions should be regarded simply as
‘‘a minimum prescription, for this generation.’’18 In 1950, Canada
also proposed (with other states) changes to the means by which
ECOSOC determined its priorities.19

In 1955 Canada and the Soviet Union led efforts that broke the
deadlock regarding the membership of new states in the United Na-
tions and permitted the admission of 16 new member states.20 In the
literature on reform, this is generally pointed to as one of the major
successes for non-Charter reform. It was initiated by a speech by Les-
ter Pearson, at the San Francisco commemorative meeting, and cata-
lysed by a meeting between Canadian and Soviet representatives.
The result was a co-sponsored resolution hammered out by Canada
that passed in the General Assembly, which in turn placed pressure
on the Security Council to break the deadlock.21 When the initiative
passed, the Canadian delegate received the bulk of the credit. There
are several salient points to note about this effort. First, Canada dir-
ectly opposed the United States and the United Kingdom on this is-
sue (although the United Kingdom did not ultimately oppose the res-
olution), staking out some distinctive policy territory in the midst of
the Cold War.22 More importantly, Canada’s position was dictated by
a commitment to a particular kind of multilateralism and internation-
alism: its main interest was not in universal membership per se, but in
the admission of states such as Austria, Japan, Ireland, Spain, Hun-
gary, and Romania, most of which can be characterized as ‘‘middle
powers’’ and most of which could be expected to share an activist
middle-power perspective. Finally, this position reflected a willing-
ness to promote change in response to a crisis in order to preserve
the viability of the UN system, rather than an explicit reformist orien-
tation (in the positive sense). There was no unanimity in the Cana-
dian delegation, but those who won the day argued that ‘‘all these
new countries were coming into being; you couldn’t deny them ad-
mission to the United Nations. Article 4 of the Charter is so
clear.’’23 At no point was this an issue with a high salience, either
domestically or in formal political decision-making circles. Thus one
need not search deep into political culture to find the motivation be-
hind this reformist policy.

Another Canadian initiative for reform was launched at the end of
the 1978 General Assembly session, amidst the growing consensus
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that in order to stem the tide of debate and streamline the work of
the Assembly the rules of procedure had to be modified or signifi-
cantly altered. The need for reform of the procedural rules was sharp-
ened because of the poor performance of that year’s General Assem-
bly president, and several representatives expressed their frustration
at the paralysis of the Assembly. As a result, the Secretary-General
promised a review of the rules. According to then-Canadian ambas-
sador, William Barton, ‘‘this move to review the rules of procedure
would have resulted in nothing being done for at least six months,
and once it fell into the hands of the bureaucrats it would have been
quite a while for anything concrete to be implemented.’’24 Barton
thus convened a group of representatives from 18 countries (respect-
ing the various geographical and political blocs) in an informal work-
ing group to revamp the rules of procedure. The report of that group
was submitted to the Secretary-General and the new rules (which
have come to be known as the ‘‘Barton rules’’) were implemented at
the 1979 Assembly session. This highlights the significance of indi-
vidual efforts if a window of opportunity for change presents itself
and is grasped. Reform in such cases is pursued not as an end in it-
self or as a contribution to substantive change but as a means of im-
proving the process in order to facilitate action on the substantive
portions of the UN agenda. Again, this Canadian effort was not the
direct product of a political commitment or formal policy decision,
although it does reflect the Canadian ‘‘multilateralist impulse.’’

Canada’s role in support of several recent reform attempts will be
discussed below, with attention being focused on the following ques-
tions. How do Canadian representatives conceptualize reform and
the reform process? What issues has Canada placed on its UN re-
form agenda and what success have Canadian delegates had in put-
ting such issues on the UN agenda (and achieving results)? To what
extent does the strong Canadian commitment to multilateralism
translate into effective support for reform proposals? Is the Cana-
dian position on reform similar to that of other middle powers, and
is the Canadian position influenced by its close relationship to the
United States? Has the Canadian position on UN reform been influ-
enced by its sympathetic posture to the third world, or is Canada
simply one of the status quo powers that utilize a particular kind of
reform process to stave off changes that are considered revolution-
ary but necessary in the eyes of the anti-status quo powers within
the United Nations?
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Canada’s support for UN reform efforts in the 1980s and
early 1990s

Early efforts were conducted during a period of relative growth and
stability in the UN system. Although an atmosphere of crisis was
often present, and although the hopes of many supporters of the
United Nations were repeatedly disillusioned as its scope of fruitful
activity progressively narrowed, there were few coherent and direct
threats to the survival of the UN system itself.25 As frustration over
the United Nations mounted in the 1960s and 1970s, the focus of re-
form initiatives shifted from proposals emerging from within the
organization to proposals promoted primarily by member states.
This frustration culminated in the most important period of activity,
the post-1983 efforts at reform that were triggered by a perceived
generalized threat (primarily from the United States) to the entire
purpose and function of the UN system. Canada placed itself in the
forefront of efforts for both ‘‘process reform’’ of the UN system in re-
sponse to the perceived systemic crisis triggered by the American
threat to cut funding (almost as a form of damage limitation) and
‘‘adaptive reform’’ of the UN system (including growth) to meet a
new range of concerns advanced in the international system, such as
the status of women. Even when more dramatic proposals were put
on the agenda by other states (such as in the case of ECOSOC re-
form), Canada chose to take a path of incrementalist or minimalist
reform.

For Canada, both of these broad thrusts of reform efforts are
characterized primarily by a desire to work within the constraints
and structures of the existing multilateral system, rather than from
without. This makes the Canadian approach distinct from that of
states that speak of ‘‘reform’’ in the context of transforming or chang-
ing the fundamental structures of the multilateral system.26 Unlike
these advocates, the perception among Canadian decision-makers
and officials is that ‘‘we should work from within the organization’’
to achieve change. Canada has also been strongly committed to work-
ing with the existing Charter. As one formal statement of position
makes clear:

The UN can be made more dynamic without rewriting the Charter; its effec-
tiveness and vitality depend not so much upon changing the basic structure
of the organization as upon the political resolve of the member states to ful-
fil the obligations and responsibilities each one has taken up in subscribing
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to the provisions of the Charter . . . No documentary revision in itself can be
a substitution for that will; nor can it be shown that where the will exists the
present form of the Charter frustrates it.27

One can find two main reasons for this Canadian approach, the first
being a tactical disagreement with threatening methods and a desire
to ‘‘show the Americans that the institution could work,’’ the second
being that ‘‘[we] don’t matter as much,’’ and hence would not be
likely to make a difference were Canada to adopt the language of
threats.28 Whatever the motivation, Canada was quick to embrace
explicitly the reformist mantle in 1984, in line with its traditionally
self-appointed role of mediator or ‘‘helpful fixer.’’ Stephen Lewis,
the new ambassador, acknowledged that diplomats ‘‘are being en-
couraged [by the government] to take to the defence of the UN’’
and that the government ‘‘hope[s] to try to play a lead in the area of
reforms for the institution.’’29 This policy thrust has been reflected in
six distinct initiatives.

The immediate response to the financial crisis
The 1986–1989 financial crisis of the United Nations, triggered by the
1985 American Congress’s Kassebaum amendment and the Gramm–
Rudman–Hollings Act, and compounded by a practice of withhold-
ings from the regular UN budget by several member states, was the
major catalyst for the most recent round of ongoing UN reform ef-
forts, although threats to the UN budget and the policy of ‘‘zero real
growth’’ had been advocated from the early 1980s.30 In the specific
crisis of 1985–1986, however, the most direct implication of the
American decision was a possible cut-back of 15 per cent of the UN
Secretariat’s operating budget by fiscal years 1987 and 1988.31 The
immediate response on the multilateral level was the Report of the
Group of High-Level Intergovernmental Experts to Review the Effi-
ciency of the Administrative and Financial Functioning of the United
Nations (Group of 18, or G18).32 Canada did not have a representa-
tive in the G18, but it did make its view known to the group through
informal consultation. Canada’s absence from the G18 was surprising,
given its history of reform efforts, and Canada may have been delib-
erately passed over because its commitment to reform would have
made it bend too quickly to cope with the American threat. Others
suggest that the reason was that there were simply too many West-
ern members in the group to ensure balanced geographical and polit-
ical representation.33

National policies on the United Nations

140



Although Canada was not on the G18 it did take major steps to
help the United Nations deal with the crisis. The tone of Canada’s
future policy was set in 1983; as the then-ambassador noted, ‘‘[we]
were instrumental in building a consensus around the idea that if all
the governments were reducing their (national) budgets it was folly to
believe that they would increase the UN budget without any limits.
Zero growth should be the rule.’’34 This was only a conditional pol-
icy, however, and when the Fifth Committee first reviewed the G18
report Canada was generally opposed to the main thrust of Ameri-
can policy for zero real growth because it meant, when combined
with differential inflation and currency fluctuations, real cuts to per-
sonnel and programmes, affecting especially developing countries.35

Canada eventually accepted (at least temporarily) a zero real
growth policy, but argued that it should be implemented with flexibil-
ity and with the reallocation of resources, which would reduce
or eliminate possible real cut-backs.36 This also catalysed a major
Canadian policy initiative – which emerged in early 1987 as the
‘‘Blue Book’’ set of proposals on Reform of the United Nations –
Financial and Budgetary Questions. These proposals were triggered
by the lack of consensus within the G18 on the arrangements that
should be made with respect to the budgetary process, which left
room for member states on the Fifth Committee to make recommen-
dations addressing this problem. The technical and detailed Canadian
document set out a comprehensive reform for the administrative and
financial decision-making process of the United Nations and special-
ized agencies, the goals of the proposal being:
(i) to standardize the scope and contents of the financial and

budgetary programme documentation so that it becomes possi-
ble to compare objectives, timetables, and programmes across
the entire UN system;

(ii) to provide opportunities, at various points of the budgetary two-
year cycle, for executive boards to examine and review pro-
grammes and priorities;

(iii) to provide to member states and the UN Charter bodies the pos-
sibility of giving priority and direction to particular tasks or
fields.37

The Blue book presented several papers containing specific finan-
cial reform proposals, such as a proposed ‘‘envelope system’’ for
budgets, the standardization of UN budget accounts, a mechanism
for the establishment of short-term or self-financing ‘‘special pro-
grammes,’’ and an exchange fluctuation and inflation facility. The
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overall thrust was to increase the transparency of the budgeting sys-
tem, create a better fit between the resources expended and the goals
deemed important by member states, and provide the entire pro-
gramme delivery system with the ability to adapt in the short and
long term to changing conditions through the addition and cancella-
tion of programmes. The Canadian proposals were presented for-
mally and informally on many occasions (within, for example, the
Consultative Level Meeting of the Geneva Group), and were the fo-
cus of a wide range of diplomatic contacts, at and below the ambassad-
orial level.38 They were explicitly presented as not implying new or
revolutionary directions or goals for the organization. There is little
doubt that, on a practical level, the Blue Book was Canada’s most im-
portant concrete contribution to the crisis management or damage
limitation response of the Fifth Committee during this period. In ad-
dition, though, it was a far-reaching document designed to ensure
that the reform process would result in durable changes to the opera-
tion of the UN system.

What came of all this? According to one Canadian official directly
involved, ‘‘the Blue Book sank without a trace.’’ This conclusion is
probably somewhat overstated, as officials in New York claim that
‘‘bits and pieces of it have appeared elsewhere, although none of
these can be attributed directly to a Canadian initiative.’’39 In the
General Assembly resolution from the 1987 Fifth Committee report,
for example, one finds a recommendation for the establishment of a
contingency fund for inflation and exchange adjustments, which may
have been based on the earlier Canadian proposal.40 The most likely
reason offered for the general lack of acceptance of the Blue Book
was that it was too technical and detailed to generate the political
‘‘energy’’ needed at a high level to promote such initiatives. At a
practical level, it was likely too detailed for even well-intentioned
UN officials to promote successfully within their organizations, ex-
cept if one adopted a strong top–down Western management style
and encountered few political obstacles. As the spotlight of Cana-
dian policy shifted off financial reform (with the exception of the spe-
cific issue of funding for peace-keeping operations), the political push
required for such specific proposals was not present. To put it in dif-
ferent terms, this type of process reform may have to be ‘‘internally
driven’’ by parameters set within the various institutions themselves.
Canada, or any member state, would have difficulty overseeing this
type of reform process, but it can contribute rhetorically and diplo-
matically to supporting it. This is illustrated by current Canadian sup-
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port for the efforts of the Secretary-General to implement financial
and administrative reforms along the lines that have been advocated
by many states.41

What sort of approach to reform does this demonstrate, what moti-
vated the Canadian ‘‘Blue Book’’ effort, and why did it take the form
it did? The Blue Book proposals were a classic example of ‘‘process
reform,’’ and reflected an incremental response to a perceived im-
mediate crisis. The policy was also not promoted from or at the high-
est political levels (in other words, as a response to domestic political
considerations), but rather was the result of internal bureaucratic im-
peratives, including the dedication and interest of a few individuals
who were essentially single-handedly responsible for the form the
Blue Book finally took. This may be indicative of reform proposals
in general, which do not necessarily implicate the high levels of the
bureaucracy and do not come with strong political direction from
above. As one diplomat argued: ‘‘on big issues, we have tight guide-
lines, but on issues like reform, no one at a high level has really
thought about it, beyond the reaction ‘we’re for it’.’’42 With respect
to the form of the initiative, it owes much to the administrative and
financial procedures of Canadian federal government bureaucracies,
and in this sense reflected the domestic political culture.

ECOSOC
Another major proposal to emerge from the G18 report concerned
the restructuring of the ‘‘intergovernmental structure in the eco-
nomic and social fields.’’43 Following this recommendation (number
eight), ECOSOC established in 1987 a Special Commission to Study
the United Nations Intergovernmental Structure. All member states
were invited to participate equally and to send high-level delegations
to aid in its work. The goal of the Commission was an in-depth study
of the UN intergovernmental structure and functions in the economic
and social fields and of the support structures of the Secretariat, as
was recommended by the Group of 18.44 Canada played an active
role in this two-year effort, which was ultimately designed (in the
minds of some supporters) to culminate in a drastic overhaul of ECO-
SOC activities.45 At the most dramatic, the overhaul would have
made ECOSOC the economic equivalent of the General Assembly,
by rationalizing the activities of intergovernmental units operating
within its mandate. The most radical formulation of this programme
would qualify as a transformative reform that could imply major
structural change to the functioning of the UN system (or even
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changes to the Charter). Of course, not all participants in the exercise
viewed it this way.

The two-year exercise ultimately failed to reach a consensus on a
package of reform measures, although the chair did submit a final re-
port to ECOSOC in May 1988 that highlighted the areas of agree-
ment.46 But, until the discussion reached an impasse, this Commis-
sion was a major focus for substantive reform proposals. Canada
was one of the nine states or groups to present specific reform pro-
posals in the form of ‘‘non-papers’’ for discussion (the others being
Norway, the EC-12, Japan, China, the Eastern bloc, the G77, the
United States, and Australia). One should note a clear pattern here,
with middle powers (Canada, Norway, Australia) being disproportion-
ately active in these efforts.

There were two Canadian ‘‘non-papers.’’ The first set out six prin-
ciples for the reorganized structure, including the need to ‘‘harmonize
action’’ between different units, ‘‘reconfirm ECOSOC as a direction-
setting and overview institution,’’ ‘‘maintain the economic and social
dichotomy,’’ and, most prominently, ‘‘establish a system of sectors of
responsibility and financial envelopes.’’47 The paper tentatively
sketched out a seven-sector division of responsibility that grouped
the various ECOSOC functions together.48 The second paper, put
forward in response to other proposals (and in an attempt to inte-
grate some of them), concentrated on more specific suggestions for
the operation and coordination of a renewed ECOSOC. It included
a six-year operating cycle and an agenda of annual meetings for vari-
ous organizational and management committees. It also completely
reworked the sector proposal, now divided into six areas of respons-
ibility.49 A final reworking of the Canadian proposal was annexed to
the final report of the Special Commission.50

How do these proposals reflect on Canada’s reform policy and the
effectiveness of its role? First, the fact that the Canadian proposals
were flexible and mutable suggests that the policy was not dogmatic
and was governed more by pragmatic consensus-seeking considera-
tions than by a clear commitment to specific reforms.51 Second, the
Canadian proposals were simultaneously far-reaching and increment-
al. The concentration on scenarios for cycles of meetings and on sec-
tors of responsibility is easily understood as ‘‘process reform’’; the
willingness to consider universal membership for ECOSOC (via sub-
sidiary bodies) and the elimination and drastic reorganization of
some intergovernmental organizations qualifies as transformational
reform. In fact, Canadian officials appear to have recognized the ulti-
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mate choice this implied: when it came time to push for a final report,
two distinct consensus ‘‘packages’’ emerged, one that merely elimi-
nated a few intergovernmental structures and included cosmetic re-
structuring, the other that envisaged major changes. Canada fa-
voured the second package, but would have settled for the first
although it argued that accepting the first ‘‘is implicitly to recognize
that the UN cannot be reformed in any meaningful way.’’52

With respect to Canada’s role in the deliberations and negotiations,
officials assessed Canada’s role positively, claiming that Canada had:

been among the delegations providing substance and leadership to the Spe-
cial Commission. [Our] proposals were instrumental in developing a struc-
tured format for the presentation of data . . . We helped the Special Commis-
sion to focus on the role and make up of ECOSOC [and] we helped to move
discussion towards examination of substantive sectors.53

This upbeat assessment should be put in perspective, however, given
the ultimate failure of the effort. Canada was simply not in a position
to engineer a consensus, and a certain amount of frustration was evi-
dent with the relative lack of effort by other delegations, or the fail-
ure of various proposals to address the question of reform directly.
But, as one UN official put it, ‘‘very few concrete recommendations
for reform can be expected to emerge from a Commission as large
as the ECOSOC one. There were just too many people involved.’’54
The Canadian delegation in its final statement to the Commission
summed up the problem succinctly: ‘‘if we have fallen short of agree-
ment, it is due to such facts as the essential conditions of timing, the
complexity of the process itself and that sufficient understanding and
mutual confidence were not yet adequately advanced.’’55

Internal brakes were also put on the advocacy of reform from
within the Department of External Affairs. By March 1988, when dis-
cussions of reform within ECOSOC were well advanced and a major
restructuring appeared conceivable, other actors in the policy-making
apparatus began to express concern about the scope of reform, essen-
tially revealing a desire to keep UN agencies less powerful. The spe-
cific issue was the desirability of enhancing the coordinating and
supervisory role of ECOSOC. The main concern was that an in-
creased role for ECOSOC could hamper the activities of other
bodies in the international economic sphere. At this point, one offi-
cial noted that ‘‘comments made by Canadian representatives in dis-
cussions of the different proposals should not imply that Canada
could accept a greater degree of management by the UN of the basic
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international economic system.’’56 What is most interesting is that en-
thusiasm for far-reaching reforms within the Canadian bureaucracy
directly concerned with the United Nations took on a life of its own
that could have had unanticipated consequences for other specific
Canadian policy concerns.

Specialized agencies (FAO and UNESCO)
Canada also took prominent public stances on specific reform issues
with respect to two UN agencies, the FAO and UNESCO. In the de-
bate over reform in UNESCO, Canada publicly disagreed with the
American and British decisions to withdraw from the organization,
on the grounds that ‘‘[we] believe that there can be a better possibil-
ity for setting it right from within than from outside.’’57 Although
Canada supported reform from within (and sought election to UNES-
CO’s executive board in 1983, as the United States was filing its no-
tice of withdrawal), it did express its major concerns about the oper-
ation and policies of the organization by issuing a mild threat. The
threat, in a 1984 letter from the Minister of State for External Affairs
to UNESCO director-general M’Bow, warned that Canada’s mem-
bership was ‘‘under continuing review’’ and that continued participa-
tion ‘‘will be determined by the extent to which the organization is
able to bring to a successful conclusion the movement towards re-
form which is now underway.’’58 It came after repeated unheeded
urgings that UNESCO freeze its budget and implement reforms. By
1985 the Canadian position had become more tough, but it still re-
tained its commitment ‘‘to bring about reforms from within.’’59
UNESCO membership was also the most prominent issue on which
major media attention in Canada was focused in 1985 (see table 4.4
below), and articles and letters both supportive and critical of Can-
ada’s decision to stay in UNESCO were published.

In the Food and Agriculture Organization, Canada essentially
spearheaded a 1987 campaign to replace director-general Edouard
Saouma. Canada’s discontent with the organization was based on per-
ceived weaknesses in programme review and evaluation, poor plan-
ning of priorities, and insufficient oversight and coordination.60 The
Canadian campaign for reform included a 10-page document (unoffi-
cial and unsigned) that was circulated among delegations and that de-
scribed the upper management as secretive and inaccessible.61 Des-
pite what Canadian diplomats expected to be a close result, Saouma
was re-elected 94–59, and the FAO took its revenge in early 1988,
accusing Canada of withholding its 1988 assessed contribution
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(US$10 million) and of threatening to withdraw from the organiza-
tion. The Canadian government, which was at the time attempting
to promote reforms from within the organization, was forced to re-
iterate its commitment to the FAO.

On both these issues one can detect the Canadian orientation to-
wards ‘‘process reform,’’ driven in part by an attempt to implement
the Blue Book proposals. In UNESCO, Canada’s approach was con-
sidered successful (Canada was a leader in the campaign to replace
M’Bow) largely because sufficient agreement existed among member
states on the need to replace him. But this could equally be consid-
ered a success for the tactics of the United Kingdom and the United
States, which is suggested by the failure of the analogous campaign to
unseat Saouma.62 Precisely what kind of reform Canada wanted to
see in either institution after a change of leadership was unclear,
and Canada did not put forward concrete public proposals for adap-
tive or transformational change.

The Directorate of Public Information
The importance of reform efforts in the Department of Public Infor-
mation (DPI) was threefold. First, the DPI was targeted by the
United States and the G18 for special attention. Second, the need to
improve the United Nations’ capacity to provide information and
communications, which had hitherto been delegated to member
states, was an essential recommendation of the G18 reform exer-
cise.63 Third, the DPI was seen as a trial balloon or guinea pig for
further adaptive reforms that involved retrenchment within the UN
system. In defining the principles of the proposed reorganization of
the DPI, the Secretary-General recognized that the second-tier global
constituency of the United Nations below its member states had been
largely ignored as far as UN information and communication was
concerned.64

The Canadian contribution to reform in the DPI can be traced to a
deal that was worked out between the Secretary-General’s Office and
the Department of External Affairs to ensure that a Canadian be
brought into DPI as under-secretary-general in order to implement
the recommendations of the G18. According to some sources, ‘‘the
Secretary-General wanted a woman and that fit in nicely with the
Mulroney government’s stated objectives with regard to the promo-
tion of Canadian women.’’65 The appointee, Thérèse Pacquet-
Sévigny, came from a background in advertising and public relations
and had held a middle-management position with the Canadian
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Broadcasting Corporation. She had no background or experience in
international affairs and had never worked outside of Canada. Sé-
vigny’s appointment was seen as a chance to make a real contribu-
tion to the reform process, and, although she was an international
civil servant, Canadian support included a large subsidy for her sal-
ary.66 Her primary concern with managerial and administrative re-
forms was consistent with the overall objectives of the G18. Among
her contributions, she insisted that the DPI be given no new man-
dates without a budget line, as a means of forcing responsibility and
choice on decisions. This was consistent with the overall Canadian
emphasis on holding the line on UN expenditures as a first step to
maintaining the viability of the organization.

Her actions, however, only ruffled feathers in the Secretariat, in the
DPI, and among some member states. Many of her reform measures
in the DPI backfired, tarnishing not only the United Nations’ image
but also Canada’s. To offer one example, an attempt to improve the
‘‘professionalism’’ of the DPI through joint ventures with corporate
sponsors resulted in an agreement with Benetton to provide outfits
for UN tour guides, in return for which a plaque would be placed
within the United Nations honouring Benetton’s contribution. But
Benetton operations in South Africa made this venture a matter of
embarrassment for the Secretary-General.67 The Joint Inspection
Unit’s monitoring and evaluation of the reform efforts were critical
of Sévigny’s approach to reforming the DPI, especially of the
attempt ‘‘to carry out a reorganization of DPI without paying ad-
equate attention to the administrative environment and political con-
text of the United Nations system.’’ It concluded that ‘‘DPI’s new ad-
ministrative machinery seems no more efficient than the one it
replaced. It satisfies no better than did the former one the acknowl-
edged need for coordination and coherence, for rationalization and
for simplification.’’68 In so far as Canada must take some responsibil-
ity for this initiative (as it was consciously embarked upon as a reform
initiative), it must be considered a policy failure. Sévigny herself was
replaced on 1 March 1992 after another round of reorganization in
the Secretariat under the new Secretary-General, Boutros Boutros-
Ghali, and the issue has vanished from Canadian policy concerns.69

The status of women
Few women have risen to the upper ranks of the UN system. Cana-
dian efforts to promote the advancement of women within the UN
system began with a focus on ‘‘process reform’’ that attempted to re-
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form the bureaucratic and personnel structure of existing organiza-
tions to ensure an increase in the representation (and rank) of
women in general and Canadian women in particular.70 Canada also
pushed for the creation or strengthening of the ‘‘status of women’’
machinery that could in any way support the Canadian vision of the
advancement of women, in several intergovernmental organiza-
tions.71 These initiatives met considerable resistance within the organ-
ization and among member states, and the 1988 report of the Steering
Committee for the Improvement of the Status of Women in the Sec-
retariat suggested that there were still several structural obstacles
(such as lack of financial resources, the recruitment freeze, problems
of human resource planning) to the advancement of women. The
report stated that ‘‘a considerable gap has emerged between the Or-
ganization’s professed commitment to women’s advancement and
its success in achieving this goal.’’72 Since March 1985, only three
women have been appointed to under-secretary-general positions
(including Mme. Pacquet-Sévigny), and the only two remaining
women at this level lost their posts in the 1992 administration reorgan-
ization. Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali has, however, publicly
stated a commitment to increasing the number of women in UN
posts to 50 per cent by 1995.73 On a broader front, Canada pressed
for reforms as a member of the UN Commission on the Status of
Women, and in 1987 was elected to a third consecutive term. The
Canadian delegation to the Nairobi Conference for Women in 1988
initiated a resolution that required the ‘‘forward-looking strategies’’
from that conference to be incorporated into the programmes of
work and mandates of UN bodies.74 In February 1989, a Canadian,
Ms. Sharon Capeling-Alakija, became director of the UN Develop-
ment Fund for Women (UNIFEM). According to Canadian officials,
this was the result both of Canada’s position as the second-largest
contributor to UNIFEM and of the high Canadian profile on ad-
vancement of women issues.75 Finally, in 1992 Canada appointed a
woman (Louise Frechette) as its ambassador to the United Nations,
highlighting its continued commitment to the issue in the multilateral
forum.

Again, the Canadian position on this set of issues is characteristic.
First, the advancement of women is a natural issue for a middle
power because the high politics concerns characteristic of great
powers are sufficiently absent to allow an issue such as this to climb
up the Canadian foreign policy agenda, and because the inactivity
of great powers in this realm also allows a certain comparative ad-
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vantage in expertise and interest to develop within the UN system.
Factors such as this must be at work, since neither the Canadian gov-
ernment nor the Canadian polity can claim a progressive status on
women’s issues that is not shared by at least some other states (espe-
cially the Nordic countries). Second, the Canadian position focuses
on ‘‘adaptive reform’’ (incremental structural reform to meet chan-
ging concerns) rather than more potentially far-reaching proposals. As
one critic has noted, such an approach ‘‘ignores both the structural
causes of women’s oppression and the concerns of women’s groups
working for social change’’ at the domestic as well as international
levels.76 These structural causes cannot be solved simply by increas-
ing the number of women in prominent positions, whether that be
within the government or within the UN Secretariat and agencies.
Finally, Canadian influence on this issue has not been great, and its
efforts have not been able to overcome resistance within the organi-
zation or member states. It appears that, without support from other
major states, Canada will not be able to build a coalition strong
enough to implement meaningful changes in this field. This issue
highlights the weaknesses in the Canadian approach to reform on
any set of issues where the problems are not simply bureaucratic or
administrative but historical and systemic.

UN peace-keeping operations
As the reform agenda shifted in the early 1990s, and as the United
Nations assumed a vast array of new tasks, the most prominent issue
in Canada’s UN policy became its participation in UN peace-keeping
operations. Canada claims a certain patrimony over peace-keeping
(with Lester Pearson having been awarded a Nobel Peace Prize for
participating in its creation), and Canadian forces have served in all
of the UN peace-keeping, and many of the observer, operations.
The UN military adviser, Brig. Gen. Maurice Baril, is a Canadian.
The total Canadian contribution to the end of 1992 reached about
100,000 personnel in more than 30 missions.77 Canada had about
4,500 personnel active in peace-keeping operations as of December
1992, which was almost 10 per cent of the total UN deployment.
These personnel were almost all drawn from the land forces, whose
total numbers are only about 19,000! With this level of involvement,
Canada has been active in the debate over the future of UN peace
operations.

A full review of Canada’s peace-keeping policy is beyond the scope
of this paper.78 Aside from its position on specific operations, Canada
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has concentrated on three areas of more general concern: the finan-
cing arrangements for peace-keeping operations, the scope and man-
date of UN peace and security operations suggested by the Secretary-
General in the Agenda for Peace, and Canada’s capacity to sustain a
high level of involvement in a large number of UN operations. With
respect to the financing issue, Canada is increasingly unhappy with
existing arrangements (among other things, Canada has outstanding
costs of about US$21 million that have not been recovered), has
raised the issue repeatedly in the UN Special Committee on Peace-
keeping Operations, and has formally supported the Secretary-
General’s proposals for peace-keeping financing.79 This concern has
its roots in the Canadian experience in the Cyprus operation (which
is funded by voluntary contributions), and Canada expressed its dis-
approval as early as the 1990 mandate renewal resolution (on which it
abstained) and its subsequent withdrawal of forces from the opera-
tion in 1993.80 With respect to current UN activities and the pro-
posals contained in the Agenda for Peace, Canada generally en-
dorsed the Secretary-General’s proposals, but placed an emphasis on:
• improving the ‘‘institutions and infrastructure of peacekeeping’’;
• ‘‘strengthen[ing] UN capacities in preventive diplomacy, peace-

making and peacekeeping’’;
• committing ‘‘more resources which translate into better financial

arrangements at the UN’’;
• ‘‘standardization of UN military operations’’ (including a re-

vamped support system and a command and control centre).81
Canada did not support some of the more dramatic proposals for re-
form (including earmarking specific forces for UN operations), and
generally concentrated (as the above points suggest) on incremental,
managerial improvements and rationalization of existing mechanisms
and procedures, rather than on the wholesale rethinking of UN peace
operations.

Given this historically sustained commitment, it is not surprising
that peace-keeping is a prominent issue within domestic politics.
Indeed, it has almost become an ineffable part of the Canadian self-
image. This has manifested itself concretely in several ways in recent
years. First, when the behaviour of Canadian peace-keepers in Soma-
lia came under great criticism as a result of allegations of racism and
the torture and murder of Somali nationals, a full-scale investigation
was conducted.82 What is most significant, however, is not that some
members of the Canadian forces violated the law but that there was a
public outcry over this damage to Canadians’ sense of what involve-

Canada and the United Nations

151



ment in peace-keeping meant. As one critical non-Canadian assess-
ment of the UN operation in Somalia noted, ‘‘no other government
contributing soldiers to UNITAF or UNOSOM has shown compar-
able concern for accountability . . . this level of scrutiny of abuses
puts the other UNOSOM forces to shame.’’83 Second, the growing
involvement of major powers in UN operations has in effect dimin-
ished Canada’s claim to a unique understanding and experience in
peace-keeping; which has triggered attempts to redefine the Cana-
dian ‘‘niche’’ in peace-keeping through such possible initiatives as
the establishment of an international peace-keeping training centre,
or a focus on ‘‘pre-operational’’ efforts that would see Canadian
troops withdraw after establishing the infrastructure and ground-
work for major UN operations. Finally, the great expansion and
mounting cost of UN operations have called into question Canada’s
ability to continue to participate in all operations or to sustain a
long commitment to them. In all cases, a growing sense of unease
about Canada’s future role has been manifest.84

Observations on Canada’s position on UN reform issues

Canada has been heavily engaged in most ongoing efforts to reform
the UN system, and has made reform a public foreign policy commit-
ment. Before exploring why Canada has advocated reforms to the
UN system (and why the specific reforms discussed above were high-
lighted), it is worth noting how these reforms were pursued. First,
Canada pursued its reform efforts in a loose (and shifting) coalition
that usually included the Nordic states and New Zealand and Austra-
lia. Common cause is made whenever possible with the members of
the Geneva Group, although the United Kingdom, France, and
West Germany were often at odds with particular Canadian efforts.
Canada also began quickly cooperating with the more ‘‘progressive’’
East Europeans on UN matters, and Canada ‘‘seldom finds common
cause with the Americans (or Britain and West Germany) because
their positions are largely ‘zero real growth’ ’’ for the foreseeable fu-
ture.85 What is noteworthy about this loose coalition is that virtually
all its members are, by one index or another, ‘‘middle powers,’’ and
the overall Canadian reform policy posture has been consistent with
the thesis that argues that middle powers such as Canada have the
most to gain from the successful functioning of international institu-
tions.86

Second, the concept of reform articulated by Canadian representa-

National policies on the United Nations

152



tives at the United Nations and in the Department of External Affairs
has meant a process to bring about changes within the UN system in
incremental, evolutionary, and therefore non-transformational and
non-dramatic ways. One official in External Affairs described ‘‘[our]
reform efforts in the UN system . . . [as] fall[ing] into three categories:

Financial reform . . . to guarantee the viability of the UN . . .
Management reform . . . to improve the methods and performance

of . . . the delivery of programmes . . .
Substantive reform . . . to improve the ability of UN institutions to

carry out their mandates.’’87
These categories all fit into either ‘‘process’’ or ‘‘adaptive’’ reform,
giving an incrementalist cast to Canadian policies. In addition, many
Canadian efforts have concentrated on what John Holmes called ‘‘a
‘damage limitation’ role,’’ based on ‘‘a dedication to the preservation
and reform of the institutions, along with an ability to understand . . .
if not share the American distemper.’’88

The focus of the Canadian approach to reform has been on at-
tempts to improve the management structures and processes of the
system, an approach that places the accent on ‘‘the managerial, ad-
ministrative and structural measures aimed at static-reduction,’’ or,
to use an analogy, aims at oiling the machinery to get it to function
as best it can.89 This managerial view of reform hinges on several
presuppositions: that a correct diagnosis of what is wrong with the
organization has been performed; that there is sufficient consensus
among member states and within the UN bureaucracy about the na-
ture of the problem; and that changes within an organization can be
planned, controlled, and channelled in the desired direction. How-
ever, when challenged on these presuppositions, Canadian repres-
entatives have been pessimistic about whether or not they have been
fulfilled.

There has, however, been a progression in Canada’s reform efforts
since the mid-1980s, which may reflect a renewed commitment to
multilateral diplomacy. This progression moves from the early advo-
cacy of ‘‘process reform’’ (via institutional retrenchment and damage
limitation, or organizational policy and procedural reform, such as
in UNESCO and FAO) as a response to the financial crisis, to a
broader focus on ‘‘adaptive reform,’’ including structural changes to
existing institutions (ECOSOC, peace-keeping, the advancement of
women, the DPI). This has included a greater willingness openly to
criticize the functioning and operation of the UN system (as well as
the behaviour of member states) on issues ranging from human
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rights to food aid.90 Still, only rarely can one find Canadian support
for ‘‘transformational reforms,’’ such as new institutional responses
(ECOSOC, the environmental initiative) that might address over the
longer term some of the root causes of the crisis. As one official sum-
marized it, ‘‘[Our] lack of resources makes it impossible for us to ad-
dress individual UN initiatives in-depth. We have therefore sought to
define ‘general cases’ and to formulate simple functional or structural
models . . . Reform is not a plot or a foolhardy plunge into supra-
nationalism and world government.’’91

Overall, changes in the emphasis of Canadian policy have tracked
the rise and fall of perceived crises in the institutions themselves
(whether it be UNESCO, ECOSOC, or the workings of various com-
mittees), rather than a clear domestically driven reformist agenda.
Programmes promoting institutional growth and development
(adaptive reform), as a positive or progressive type of reform, are
pursued when financial and institutional crises are least urgent (or
non-existent) and are a response to external demand for services.
On the other hand, policies of retrenchment and cut-backs to pro-
grammes and personnel are pursued whenever there is an institu-
tional or financial crisis. Process reforms within existing bodies are
less ambitious and usually respond to critical pressures on existing
operations. These efforts to reform organizational policies and pro-
cedures have been most intense during times of major stress for the
institutions and are the least far-reaching in their implications.

Although Canada may pursue a variety of reformist activities, its
relative power position (both globally and within the UN system)
and strong commitment to multilateralism discriminate in favour of
such managerial or incrementalist policy activities. Canada does not
have the resources to mobilize support for major programmes of
growth and adaptation, and is among the first states to respond to
perceived threats to the well-being of the institutions themselves.
This ‘‘quasi-conservative’’ outlook creates a resistance to more rad-
ical proposals for change, given that one possible ‘‘cost’’ involved
might be a decline in Canada’s international influence or profile.
One clear example of this was provided by Canada’s recent experi-
ence on the Security Council. In the early 1980s, Canada promoted
the expanding use of Article 99 by the Secretary-General, an in-
creased ‘‘fact-finding’’ capability for his Office, and informal and off-
the-record consultations with permanent members of the Security
Council.92 But when this began to occur in 1989 (as Canada joined
the Security Council), the Canadian government was accused (do-
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mestically) of having ‘‘given up’’ its reputation and influence by its
inability to take strong and effective positions on the Security Coun-
cil.93 Then-ambassador Yves Fortier admitted that a great power
‘‘condominium’’ meant that ‘‘the role of power broker, in which we
always saw ourselves, will not work in some situations.’’94

Finally, what is striking about this commitment and these Canadian
efforts is their limited success, whether individual or collective.
Although there is a consensus within the Department of External Af-
fairs that Canada has had some influence around the Group of 18,
and through informal efforts such as the ‘‘Friends of the UN,’’ it is
difficult to find areas in which Canada made a concrete difference to
an outcome. Initiatives of limited success abound, including the Blue
Book, the advancement of women, the UNESCO election, and the
detailed proposals for ECOSOC reform. These difficulties serve to
highlight some of the limitations associated with Canada’s position
as a ‘‘helpful fixer,’’ especially since the domestic appeal of this im-
age is not always shared internationally. Although Canada has at-
tempted to distance itself from the United States, both in the tactics
used to achieve change and in its public commitment to the organiza-
tion, this stance has also involved an effort to explain the ‘‘American
distemper’’ to more radical delegations (often from the third world).
As John Holmes noted:

In close association with its traditional ‘‘middle power’’ friends, the Scandin-
avians, with Australia and other Commonwealth partners, with Japan, the
Netherlands, Spain, Ireland, Italy, and often West Germany, Canada has
been trying to curb the anti-American sentiments provoked by the disdain-
ful approach of the American delegates.95

This effort has not always won friends, and Canadian attempts to
accommodate divergent demands on the UN system over the years
have meant that Canada’s contribution to the reform process has
been seen by some delegations as dominated by process over sub-
stance, the depoliticization of issues, an absence of issue-linkage,
and incremental reform rather than more radical approaches to
change. In addition, the attention that has been given to maintain
Canada’s reputation as a ‘‘helpful fixer’’ within the UN system
makes it less likely to support any proposals for change that may be
construed as too radical, especially if such support would detract
from this reputation internationally. These tendencies all suggest
that Canadian policy on change and evolution within the UN system
will be reformist rather than radical.
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Factors affecting Canadian policy on the United Nations and
UN reform

It is difficult to understand the roots of this reformist orientation, or
how Canadian policy initiatives can be situated with respect to altern-
ative visions of ‘‘reform,’’ without searching within the Canadian pol-
ity or the international system for the roots of the Canadian commit-
ment to multilateralism and the UN system. But before examining
the societal, political, and institutional inputs into Canadian policy,
one must point out some analytic caveats. There are three related
problems, one of frameworks, one of evidence, and one of analysis,
in tracing a causal link between the domestic political environment
and foreign policy outputs.

First, the framework selected to explain Canada’s multilateralist
commitment presumes that the conduct of Canadian foreign policy
cannot be fully understood outside the context of the ‘‘principles
and practices of Canadian politics at home,’’ a presumption that is
reflected even in government thinking.96 Analysts should not, how-
ever, exclude the possibility that the Canadian internationalist per-
spective reflects the ideas of key individuals in the post-1945 Cana-
dian foreign policy establishment (such as Lester Pearson, Escott
Reid, and John Holmes) ‘‘more than it represents an organized
model or framework.’’97 The tendency of scholars to assume a coher-
ent policy framework may falsely project order onto essentially ad
hoc policy responses shaped by individuals. With respect to the
United Nations, the presence of strong figures such as Stephen Lewis
or Doug Roche (or even individual bureaucrats within External Af-
fairs) may have had more to do with forming specific policies than
any other factor. Alternatively, Canadian policy may be determined
by an ‘‘organizational politics’’ framework. In neither case would
one have to refer to broad issues of political culture. Some of the evi-
dence presented below with respect to media coverage and political
discussion of UN issues confirms this, as it indicates that the amount
of sustained interest in UN issues outside of the bureaucracy is low.

The second problem is with the evidence one uses for tracing the
connection between domestic and foreign policy. With few excep-
tions, the background noise of public opinion, media coverage, and
interest group activity does not connect with policies oriented
around UN reform. Organizational and institutional matters make
thin gruel for issue-based interest groups, and seldom grasp the atten-
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tion of public discourse. Thus, although one can sketch the level of
activity of interest groups and the range of public opinion on specific
issues, it requires a leap of argument to claim that this is causally
linked to policy outputs, especially in matters that broadly implicate
‘‘reform.’’ But, as one analyst put it, ‘‘there is reason to suggest that
our diplomatic praxis abroad meshes too well with our political praxis
at home to admit of our dismissing out of hand the possibility of a
connection between the two.’’98 The most common resort is to focus
attention on the diffuse notion of ‘‘political culture’’ and attempt to
find more complex links between policy outputs, the attitudes of pol-
icy makers, and the social and political environment that shapes
them. Thus one section below will explore the possible coincidence
between Canadian political culture and the policy positions staked
out by Canada with respect to UN reform, and the implications of
this for future international organizations.

Finally, by explicitly focusing on domestic inputs to foreign policy,
one excludes the important possibility that a state’s position in the
international system may be a more crucial determinant in foreign
policy (and particularly in a policy commitment to multilateralism).
As one former Canadian ambassador to the United Nations put it,
‘‘a country the size of Canada has a much bigger stake in multilateral
diplomacy than a major power or a superpower.’’99 This trail can lead
all the way back to the domestic inputs themselves: Canada may have
a particular set of public attitudes towards the United Nations, and a
certain profile of NGO activity, precisely because of its position as a
middle power with a Western/Northern orientation. These inputs
could be a consequence of the commitment to multilateralism, rather
than a cause of it. Thus this section includes a brief analysis of Can-
ada’s position in the international system, if for no other reason than
that several officials explicitly present this sort of analysis as their ex-
planation for Canada’s active involvement in the reform agenda of
the UN system.

Societal factors: Public opinion

Public opinion sampling on United Nations-related issues has been
undertaken in Canada from the time of the San Francisco Confer-
ence.100 Although it is difficult to draw direct links (except on highly
specific issues) between domestic public opinion and foreign policy
behaviour, public opinion can help assess the broader parameters
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within which policy must operate, the rise and fall of support for the
UN system itself, and Canadian support for change in the operations
or direction of UN activities.

Unfortunately, most polls have concerned issues of the day and
not been comparable across time. Nevertheless, on two significant
issues – Canada’s commitment to, and assessment of the performance
of, the United Nations – some comparison is possible. When Cana-
dians were questioned on their commitment to the United Nations,
a strong underlying faith in the organization appears. Table 4.1 sum-
marizes these results. In August 1985, a similar question was posed,
but with the specific slant towards making the United Nations more
successful in promoting ‘‘peace and security.’’ This scored 94 per
cent for ‘‘very or somewhat important’’ and 7 per cent for ‘‘not im-
portant.’’101 In December 1989, 68 per cent of respondents some-
what or strongly disagreed that Canada should reduce its support for
the United Nations.102

These results are noteworthy in two ways: the level of commitment
has remained consistently high for more than two decades, but the
level of ‘‘no opinion’’ (which could reflect a lack of awareness of, or
interest in, the organization and its activities) has been steadily in-
creasing. This trend is partly confirmed by other data from the 1985
poll that broke down the responses by age. In the 50 and older age
group, support for the United Nations was significantly higher than
in the under-30 age group, reflecting perhaps ‘‘lean years’’ in the
1970s and early 1980s for public awareness of the scope and signifi-
cance of UN activities.103 This is confirmed by the results of the 1989
poll, which revealed that only 6 per cent of respondents were ‘‘very
familiar’’ with the United Nations, while 18 per cent were ‘‘not at all
familiar.’’104

Table 4.1 ‘‘How important do you think it is that we try to make the United Nations
a success?’’ (%)

1985 1967 1961

Very or fairly important
Not important
No opinion

83
7

11

90
3
7

89
7
4

Source: Clare Delbridge, ‘‘Public Attitudes in Canada towards the United Nations,’’ Briefing
paper no. 19, United Nations Association of Canada, Dec. 1985. The Gallup results were disag-
gregated as follows: 1985 – Very important, 58 per cent; Fairly important, 25 per cent; 1961 –
Very important, 77 per cent; Fairly important, 12 per cent (The Gallup Report, 21 Mar. 1985).
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When the performance of the United Nations itself was under
scrutiny, however, Canadians were less satisfied. Table 4.2 summa-
rizes the results of six polls of UN performance. Although the two
most recent of these are not directly comparable with the first four
(the absence of a ‘‘fair job’’ category means one cannot conclude
that there has been a recent increase in approval of UN activities), if
one recalculates the earlier figures to eliminate ‘‘fair job’’ responses
(which is statistically dubious, but allows one to get some handle on
the issue), a marked drop in the approval rating of the United Na-
tions in the mid-1980s is evident, with successes for the United Na-
tions in the late 1980s somewhat ameliorating this. This is further
tested by the results of polls conducted in 1972, 1980, and 1990 (pre-
sented in table 4.3), which demonstrated a clear drop in ‘‘respect’’ for
the United Nations at the beginning of the 1980s and a recovery by
the end of the decade. When asked what had caused the change, the
most common response was a belief that the United Nations had no
influence and could not resolve the problems it faced. Several respond-
ents also said the United Nations was not accomplishing what it set

Table 4.2 ‘‘In general, do you feel the UN is doing a good job or a poor job in trying
to solve the problems it has had to face?’’ (%)

1989 1985 1976 1973 1967 1961

Good job
Fair job
Poor job
Can’t say

47
—
17
36

36
—
39
26

28 (42)
33
15 (22)
24 (36)

36 (53)
32
16 (24)
16 (24)

42 (57)
26
21 (28)
11 (15)

54 (79)
32

6 (9)
8 (12)

Source: The Gallup Report, 24 Jan. 1976; Delbridge, ‘‘Public Attitudes,’’ 3; Globe and Mail,
Apr. 1990. Figures in brackets have been recalculated to exclude ‘‘fair job’’ responses. This
allows at least a limited comparison of the more recent data with the earlier figures.

Table 4.3 ‘‘Is your respect for the United Nations Organization increasing or de-
creasing as the years go by?’’ (%)

1990 1980 1972

Increasing
Decreasing
The same
Can’t say

34
22
33
11

18
42
28
13

20
25
36
19

Source: The Gallup Report, 11 Jun. 1980; Toronto Star, 11 Oct. 1990.
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out to do, suggesting that discontent could be addressed by a more
efficient or effective organization, rather than by a radical reorienta-
tion of policies.

Over the 1980s, several more specific questions were put to Cana-
dians. When asked if the United Nations was important, 93 per cent
of Canadians thought it was ‘‘very or somewhat important,’’ with only
7 per cent regarding it as ‘‘not important at all.’’105 But when ranked
against other foreign policy priorities, Canadians do not place partic-
ipation in international organizations high on the list. A 1984 poll
found ‘‘UN membership’’ ranked thirteenth of 24 possible issues of
great importance to Canadian foreign policy, with 50 per cent of re-
spondents considering it ‘‘very important.’’106 A 1987 poll found that
‘‘strengthening international cooperation by supporting the United
Nations and other multilateral organizations’’ was ninth of 11 pos-
sible priority issues, and was regarded as the highest priority by only
22 per cent of respondents.107 Of course, many of the other issues
(such as third world development and international peace) are pur-
sued in multilateral forums, but they are not necessarily dependent
upon them. On the other hand, when the specific issue of peace-
keeping was raised, Canadians consistently placed it much higher in
importance. In a 1979 poll, it was third of nine issues, directly behind
protection of fisheries and ocean resources, and negotiation of trade
and tariff agreements with other countries. In 1984, support for par-
ticipation in UN peace-keeping efforts ranked eighth of 24 issues,
with 60 per cent considering it ‘‘very important.’’108

How the Canadian public opinion profile compares with that of
other countries is difficult to assess. Only the ‘‘good job–poor job’’
question has been asked widely and, in the 1985 series of Gallup
polls, Canada scored sixth in approval ratings of UN activities of 17
countries polled, and was near the group average (the Canadian num-
bers are given in table 4.2). Only the United States (38 per cent), the
Netherlands (66 per cent), Switzerland (49 per cent), Australia (49
per cent), and the Philippines (64 per cent) gave the United Nations
a higher rating for doing a ‘‘good job.’’109 American figures are strik-
ingly close to the Canadian ones, and, most interestingly, Americans
also strongly believe that UN member states should pay their full
dues, suggesting that American policy was not consistent with public
sentiment on this issue.110

The question of most direct relevance concerns Canadians’ attitude
to the issue of ‘‘reform’’ versus ‘‘withdrawal.’’ In 1985, during a
period of high concern over the workings of UNESCO and other
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member agencies, Canadians were directly asked if Canada should
withdraw from, or work for reform within, UN agencies with poor
management or that favoured undemocratic ideas and governments.
Canadians supported, by 77 per cent to 21 per cent, working for re-
form from within.111 This underlines the ‘‘adaptive reformist’’ bent
of Canadian public opinion (and foreign policy) towards the United
Nations. Although disappointed with its effectiveness, ‘‘the UN’s
shortcomings are seen by Canadians as those of its member states,
not of the international body itself.’’112 Attempts to undermine the
UN body have been viewed in official Canadian government state-
ments as a direct and ‘‘serious challenge to a principal vehicle of
Canadian foreign policy.’’113

Societal factors: Interest groups

Unlike its southern neighbour, Canada does not have a long tradition
of active and influential foreign policy interest group activity, as most
have been concerned with domestically based sectarian or economic
issues. Not until the 1970s did foreign policy issues (with the tradi-
tional exceptions of Canada–US free trade and war) become of
much political salience to the broad spectrum of the Canadian popu-
lation.114 The global economic and political changes that followed
the 1973 Middle East war and petrodollar diplomacy found interest
groups and associations increasingly pressed to articulate their con-
cerns both to elected officials and directly to the relevant ministries,
often bypassing Members of Parliament. In this period one sees a
dramatic increase in the number and activity of Canadian interest
groups, with one of the more sustained legacies of the Trudeau era
being a greater mobilization of ethnic, economic, and issue-based
groups representing sectors of society with cross-cutting concerns
and allegiances.

In the 1980s this new aspect of the political process was extended.
Changes in parliamentary procedure that enhance the roles and
powers of the parliamentary committees regularized the procedures
followed by Canadian interest groups in making their cases to policy
makers. Committees have held hearings across the country on issues
such as the review of Canada’s foreign policy, defence policy, and aid
and development assistance policy. Parliamentary committees also in-
vite non-governmental witnesses to appear on such issues as the de-
velopment of new refugee legislation, relations with various regions
of the world, disarmament and arms control, and free trade. Al-
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though proposed legislation remains the prerogative of cabinet, com-
mittees are now able to influence the legislative process directly. In
addition, a regular consultative process was established in specific is-
sue areas. For example, Canada’s Ambassador for Disarmament es-
tablished a Consultative Group on Arms Control and Disarmament
to bring together a cross-section of the Canadian community active
in the field for regular discussions on Canadian policy. This mechan-
ism also exists in other areas of Canadian foreign policy, and in some
cases (such as human rights) consultative meetings are held prior to
the convening of United Nations plenary or special committee meet-
ings dealing with those issues. Members of these groups are also
often seconded to Canadian delegations at various UN meetings for
extended periods.

With respect to the United Nations system, two sets of interest
group activity that could influence policy can be identified, one issue-
oriented, the other organizational.115 As regards the first, one has
seen the full blossoming over the last decade of issue-based groups
that have a common focus on some combination of third world devel-
opment assistance, human rights, and disarmament, all key issues for
Canada at the United Nations. A heightened awareness within Can-
ada (especially among church groups) of third world activities also
pushed the Canadian government early to the forefront of the
North–South debate. Among the most prominent groups are the
Canadian Council of Churches, the Mennonite Central Committee,
Physicians for Social Responsibility, Project Ploughshares, Amnesty
International, Operation Dismantle, Oxfam, Canadian Council for
International Cooperation, and the Jesuit Centre for Social Faith
and Justice. Many of these groups focus on specific aspects of Can-
ada’s UN activities and are in regular contact with the UN Division
in the Department of External Affairs through both their volunteer
supporters and their professional staff. They may contribute directly
to the policy process through the unique expertise mobilized in their
membership. This has been especially true of those who engage in
direct fieldwork, such as the NGO aid workers in Central America
or Africa. In addition, groups emerged to counter the conventional
wisdom about Canada’s role in the international community and its
position on liberation movements, foreign aid, American definitions
of global security, participation in military alliances, and so forth.116

One issue in which the influence of interest group activity on policy
outputs is particularly clear is the advancement of women. The do-
mestic impetus behind the Canadian position in the United Nations
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was the product of a series of changes that can be traced back to the
emergence in the 1960s of a strong women’s movement in Canada.
The leadership of high-profile Canadian women, in combination
with the strong support of women from the three major political par-
ties, women’s groups, and business and professional women’s clubs,
galvanized a grass-roots movement that forced the Pearson govern-
ment to address some of its concerns. By the 1980s, the lobby of the
National Action Committee on the Status of Women, which claimed
to represent more than 5 million women in 500 organizations, was in
a position to force the government to make good on some of its
promises with respect to women’s rights, and the international pro-
motion of the advancement of women was a specific target. It is
hard to see how Canada would otherwise have been at the forefront
of this issue.

On the second level, that of Canada’s overall participation in inter-
national organizations and the UN system, general-purpose groups
such as the United Nations Association of Canada, the Atlantic As-
sembly, and the Canadian Institute of International Affairs provided
an early natural focus for those who, after the experiences of the
1930s and 1940s, wished to ensure Canada’s active and responsible
role in the international community. These organizations were
joined somewhat later by government-sponsored ‘‘expert institu-
tions,’’ which fostered research and debate in the public domain and
thereby perhaps influenced policy. The Institute for Research on
Public Policy, the Canadian Institute for International Peace and Se-
curity, and the Institute on Human Rights and Democratic Develop-
ment all fall in this category (although the CIIPS was closed in 1992
as a cost-cutting measure by the government). The North–South In-
stitute, the Canadian Centre for Global Security, and the Canadian
Institute of Strategic Studies (CISS) also receive some supplemental
support from government departments.117 All have expertise and
constituent interest in Canada’s policies within the United Nations
and have direct and indirect opportunities to participate in the
policy-making process. The last two institutions have, not surpris-
ingly, conducted extensive research and related activities on UN
peace-keeping in the early 1990s.118

In spite of this dramatic growth in private expertise, interest, and
commitment, it is difficult to judge the extent to which interest
groups actually influence government decision-making and policy im-
plementation at the United Nations. One suggestive hypothesis, how-
ever, is that issue-based or functional interest groups have more im-
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pact on Canada’s policy at the United Nations both because of their
expertise and because of their perceived legitimacy.119 This accords
well with the examples of direct influence (such as on disarmament
or women’s issues) that can be identified. On the other hand, al-
though the general-purpose organizations form an important part of
the backdrop of Canadian foreign policy making, unlike the issue-
based interest groups there is little evidence to suggest that they
have played any significant independent role in the formulation of
Canada’s policies at the United Nations, especially with respect to
its reformist orientation. One reason for this may be that:

for countries which play essentially subordinate or ancillary roles in the in-
ternational system, the exercise of [politico-security] policy is more often
about the conduct of diplomacy than the mobilization of material . . . instru-
ments of statecraft . . . and [diplomatic options] are not usually subject to
great influence from the public.120

Certainly the Canadian pursuit of reform within the UN system is
primarily diplomatic, and hence less open to public input or atten-
tion. But the motive behind the policy, namely the desire to maintain
a well-functioning arena for the expression of Canadian interests, is
implicitly accepted by all interest groups attempting to influence
Canadian policy within the UN system.

Societal factors: The media

Systematic information on Canadian media coverage of United Na-
tions issues suffers from the weaknesses of content analysis research.
But an overview of press coverage on Canadian policy towards the
United Nations for the 10-year period from 1980 to 1990 is detailed
in table 4.4, disaggregated by issue area. Material from the 1991–
1993 period is not included because the overwhelming increase in at-
tention to the United Nations that was associated with the Gulf War
(and ancillary activities), with various peace operations, and with the
short-lived 1991 candidacy of Prime Minister Brian Mulroney for the
post of Secretary-General virtually drowns out other coverage.

Data have been derived from the clipping files of selected major
Canadian newspapers, and, although there are always errors and
omissions in such data, in this case they are likely random.121 Fur-
ther, the concentration of media ownership and sources in Canada
makes it unnecessary to broaden the coverage, since the material
can virtually always be traced to a shared wire service or freelance
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writers. The most serious caveat to note is that this sample includes
only articles that deal directly with issues of Canadian policy towards
or involvement in the United Nations, and not articles in which the
United Nations is mentioned in the context of another issue (such
as, for example, the changing American policy towards the United
Nations, or general coverage of peace-keeping operations). This is
justified on the grounds that the press coverage of Canadian policy
towards the United Nations is a clearer indicator of support for speci-
fied policies or initiatives than broader coverage of the United Na-
tions itself, whatever the specific implications for Canada.122 Obvi-
ously, if this paper were examining general Canadian attitudes
towards the United Nations, the broader coverage would be more
important, but it has been excluded here.

Several important points can be noted from this table. The number
of direct references to Canada–UN issues is low, especially in the
early 1980s. This is consistent with a period of relative quiescence in
the United Nations and with the decline in public support for the
United Nations reflected in the public opinion data above. The
increase in coverage between 1984 and 1988 can almost solely be
attributed to the activities of then-ambassador Stephen Lewis,
who brought a high profile to the job and played an active role in
promoting the United Nations at home and abroad. This role was
not without its controversies, in particular the public battle he fought
with the conservative American Heritage Foundation over its at-
tempts to push American policy towards a withdrawal from the
United Nations.123 There was, however, little critical coverage of his
efforts in Canada. In the late 1980s, one sees an upsurge in attention
on issues such as Canada’s policy towards peace-keeping (and the
volume of coverage on peace-keeping operations is enormous), or
Canada’s role on the Security Council. Canadian policy on other
UN-related issues was, however, of extremely low salience through-
out this period.

When one looks for consistent policy or issue themes, however, few
appear to have received sustained attention over the decade. The
seven most prominent issue areas are (in rank order, with percen-
tage of overall citations): Security Council (9 per cent), UNESCO
(8 per cent), UN reform (7 per cent), general Canadian UN policy
(5 per cent), UN policy directly affecting Canadian domestic politics
(5 per cent), disarmament (4 per cent), and the UN financial crisis
(4 per cent). The issue of reform thus appears high on the media
agenda, touching directly on three of these issue areas: UN reform,

Canada and the United Nations

167



the financial crisis, and UNESCO. Most of the coverage, however,
was associated with (and tracked) a particular individual (such as
the annual speeches to the General Assembly, or major appoint-
ments) rather than influencing the direction or conduct of that pol-
icy. The best example of this would be coverage of the Security
Council: the vast majority of citations can be described as ‘‘election-
style coverage’’ of Canada’s 1988 bid for a seat on the Security Coun-
cil, rather than political analysis of the role or importance of the Se-
curity Council or Canada’s place on it. Finally, editorial or opinion
comment is infrequent and confined to a handful of citations (not dis-
aggregated from the data). When it did surface, on such issues as the
non-payment of dues and reform of UNESCO, it is broadly suppor-
tive of the organization, and consistent with the orientation towards
reform that marks Canadian policy overall.124

Although data for the most recent period are not included, it is
noteworthy that general coverage of Canada’s role did not increase
significantly as Canada assumed its seat on the Security Council in
1989. Discussion of the Gulf War was extensive (and has not been
tabulated above) but, when one put aside this issue, much of the cov-
erage directly focusing on Canada’s achievements was critical of its
performance, which was seemingly ineffective and marginal. Some of
this was attributed to disagreements between the Prime Minister and
the Minister for External Affairs over the Palestinian issue (which led
to several abstentions on Middle Eastern resolutions); some was at-
tributed to the general tilt in Canadian foreign policy towards the
United States (which resulted in opposition to resolutions condemn-
ing American military action against Panama and Libya).125 Little
analysis focused on the changed nature of the United Nations itself
and the possible implications of this for Canada’s traditional role.

The political process

The amorphous concept of ‘‘political process’’ can be analysed on
two dimensions: the direct and ancillary activities of elected officials,
and the bureaucratic/institutional process. The attention paid by the
elected officials to UN issues is patchy and indirect, as illustrated by
the data in table 4.5, which presents the number of times UN-related
issues were raised in the House of Commons, either directly or indir-
ectly, in the 1980s. Direct citations either referred to Canadian policy
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towards a particular issue or institution or addressed a specific aspect
of the work of the institution in question; indirect references most
often took the form of responses to questions or speeches in which
Canada’s participation (e.g. in the UN Special Session on Disarma-
ment) is discussed in the context of the larger policy issue (Canada’s
arms control policy). Table 4.5 demonstrates that UN issues do not
engage the sustained attention of Canadian politicians (an average
of 9.5 references a year!), suggesting that, despite recent evolution
of the Canadian system towards greater parliamentary involvement
in foreign policy issues, the United Nations ranks very low as an
area of interest.126 This conforms to the long-standing view that for-
eign policy making in a parliamentary system is dominated by the
executive.

When these issues do receive attention, however, the references to
UN-related matters are generally positive. When a simple ratings
scale is applied to the record (]2 very positive; ]1 positive; 0 neut-
ral; [1 negative; [2 very negative), 67 per cent of the references
were neutral, 27 per cent positive, and only 6 per cent negative.127

Table 4.5 References to UN-related issues in the House of Commons, January
1980 – July 1988

Issue Direct references Indirect references

United Nations
UNESCO
UN Special Session on Disarmament II
General Assembly
Security Council
UN Conference on the Law of the Sea
Brundtland Commission
UN Human Rights Commission
UNEP
Secretary-General
FAO
UNICEF
UNCTAD
UNHCR
UN Association
UNIFIL
Total

28
13

7
7
5
4
4
4
2
2
2
2
1

—
—
—
81

154
20
23
17
15
12
43
19
18
11

5
3
2

58
3
1

404

Note: Some of the references may be double-counted.
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These figures also reflect a broad non-partisan consensus on Can-
ada’s relatively positive stance towards the United Nations, with no
significant differences among the three parties.128 The non-partisan
nature of Canadian UN policy is also reflected in the absence of any
discernible shift in policy after the election of the Progressive Conser-
vative government in 1984, and the appointment by Prime Minister
Mulroney of Stephen Lewis, a former provincial leader of the New
Democratic Party, to the post of UN ambassador. Both men claimed
no differences existed between them over the direction of Canada’s
UN policy (and Mulroney defended Lewis, especially when he was
attacked by the Heritage Foundation for his criticism of its policy
towards the United Nations).

It is in the institutional history and activities of the Department of
External Affairs that one finds the most convincing explanations for
Canada’s participation in the process of UN reform. Within Ottawa,
a relatively small core of officials work in the International Organiza-
tions Bureau, of which the United Nations Division is a subsidiary.
This division coordinates Canadian policy with a staff (excluding sup-
port staff) of 10. The UN embassy in New York has a staff of 12. The
number of individuals working on UN-related issues is small, even
once one includes officers in Geneva, Paris, and elsewhere who de-
vote a portion of their time to UN issues. On the other hand, one
ought not to neglect the input of other government institutions that
have a functional involvement in certain issues, such as the Agricul-
ture Department in the FAO, the Secretary of State for the Status of
Women, and the Canadian International Development Agency. The
disadvantages of working with a small cadre of ‘‘experts’’ are clear,
but some advantages should be highlighted. In particular, the offi-
cials in the UN Division as a rule have extended involvement with
UN issues (in several cases, more than 10 years), and hence the insti-
tutional memory is long. Given the low political salience of reform
issues, this may increase the input of civil servants into the form and
content of specific proposals (such as the Blue Book). In addition, the
coherence of Canadian policy in different forums (and hence the
‘‘quality’’ of input) is increased by the small numbers. As one official
noted:

although we have smaller delegations, the ratio of delegation size is not so
much against us [as is the overall ratio of resources devoted to international
relations by larger states]. In some areas, we may actually ‘‘know’’ more
about how to ‘‘use’’ the UN system than many larger states, [in part be-
cause] institutional issues require a lot of long-term expertise.129
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Political cultural factors

The conduct of Canadian foreign policy cannot be fully understood
without situating it in the context of the domestic political culture,
for, as one analyst notes, there is a connection between ‘‘[our] diplo-
matic praxis abroad [and] . . . [our] political praxis at home.130 There
is no tight causal link between domestic political culture and foreign
policies, nor is there a tight link in domestic politics between political
culture and policy outputs. In addition, only some facets of domestic
political practice will be expressed in the behaviour of Canadian dip-
lomats abroad, as the perceived interests of the state and the domi-
nance of particular officials also help explain the conduct of Cana-
dian foreign policy. But there can be no question that Canada’s
variegated polity has had some impact on its foreign policy. In the
most general terms, Canadian politics operate within an environ-
ment in which the basic principles of liberalism are applied to ‘‘the
governance of a polity composed of too few people, of too hetero-
geneous a composition, living in a space too large, with a topography
too varied.’’131 The political socialization that develops within this
environment has generated a commitment to at least three broad
‘‘principles’’ or ‘‘characteristics’’ that can be identified as informing
Canada’s diplomatic praxis in the UN system: a preference for prag-
matic non-ideological compromise, a belief in pluralism and toler-
ance, and a commitment to the orderly mediation and resolution of
conflicts. These principles characterize much of the work of Cana-
dian delegations at the United Nations since its inception, and may
have contributed to the mixed success of their efforts to reform the
UN system.

Canada’s federal, bilingual, and multicultural polity has generated
a domestic political praxis heavily oriented towards a non-ideological
and pragmatic approach that emphasizes compromise and fence-
sitting.132 This has also been evident in the conduct of its foreign pol-
icy in the United Nations. Although Canadian delegations insisted on
the full membership and participation of ‘‘middle powers,’’ they also
recognized that great power participation was crucial for the United
Nations to remain credible as a channel for international cooperation
and organization. Hence, for example, Canada supported from the
outset the great power veto and supported the United States in the
formation of a UN force during the Korean crisis.133 As Denis Stairs
points out, ‘‘the diplomacy practiced by Mr. Pearson and his col-
leagues in the context of the Korean War was a reflection of the prag-
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matic, problem-solving approach to government which is the most
characteristic feature of Canadian domestic politics.’’134 But when
this tendency is projected onto the United Nations it may be ap-
plauded by some and denounced by others. Many of the newer mem-
ber states in the United Nations ‘‘are not so amenable to Canada’s
style of multilateral diplomacy,’’ which is perceived as being equi-
vocal, lacking strong principles, and putting a premium on depolitici-
zation, accommodation, and process over substance.135 In the con-
text of UN reform, this tendency to search for compromise hampers
Canada’s ability to build coalitions to promote its version of ‘‘process
reform,’’ and the attempt to depoliticize conflicts weakens the sub-
stance of its proposals. In addition, the quest for a middle ground
can detract from Canada’s image as a ‘‘neutral’’ defender of the insti-
tution when polarization occurs (as when Canada conditionally ac-
cepted zero-growth policies).

Pluralism, tolerance, and accommodation are also (in principle) ac-
corded a high place as part of the Canadian domestic character, again
as a consequence of the diverse nature of Canadian society. This
‘‘cautious, prudent, and sensible temperament – a quality for which
Canadians are notorious’’ – seems to be a good qualification for the
tasks of an intermediary, a crucial element of any reform process.136
This role is particularly evident in the attempts at reform in UNESCO,
FAO, WHO, UNEP, and other specialized agencies, as well as in the
UN system-wide adaptation and reform process. But again, Canada’s
reputation for objectivity and inoffensiveness can hinder more than
help its ability to effect change within the UN system when it pre-
vents the issuing of the sorts of threats that could be effective.
Finally, the preservation of order and the commitment to mediation
and conflict resolution are the third set of enduring characteristics of
Canadian domestic politics (usually expressed as a penchant for
‘‘peace, order, and good government’’). One can find these domestic
traits projected onto the conduct of Canada’s policy towards the UN
system in at least two areas. The most prominent would be Canada’s
commitment to expanded and institutionalized peace-keeping and to
the greater implementation of the ‘‘peace and security’’ provisions of
the Charter.137 The second would be the great attention paid to the
issue of arms control and disarmament in UN forums, as documented
in detail by Albert Legault and Michel Fortmann.138

Domestic political discord associated with the rise of ‘‘identity pol-
itics’’ (manifested by aboriginal, women’s, and ethnic groups) and the
constitutional impasse, which is also refracted through the prism of

National policies on the United Nations

172



regional and linguistic identities, are also projected into Canadian
foreign policy. Perhaps ironically, these domestic difficulties make it
increasingly impossible for Canada to sustain an international com-
mitment that relies on its reputation as ‘‘a political culture which has
been viewed as one of the world’s best models for the management of
linguistic, ethnic and regional diversity.’’139 As one analyst notes:

such distinctiveness as existed in . . . the golden age of Canadian foreign pol-
icy, associated with peacekeeping, significant involvement in aid projects
and in supporting genuine multilateral approaches to world problems is not
likely to return in the foreseeable future . . . Our role as an exemplary world
citizen is not easily attained while our domestic politics is characterized by
strife, ill-will and intolerance.140

The political fragmentation reflected in the 1993 federal election en-
sures that this situation will not soon be ameliorated.

External factors: Canada’s position in the international system

It was noted at the outset that one of the factors most likely to influ-
ence Canada’s position on reform issues is Canada’s position in the
international system. This is a product of both geography and rela-
tive status. As one analyst notes, ‘‘the choice of multilateralism is es-
sentially a product of the fact that Canada finds itself, on the interna-
tional scene, a country without a region’’ and sharing a continent with
a superpower.141 John Holmes expressed it more directly when he
noted that, without its multilateral ties, Canada would have little con-
trol over its destiny and perhaps even no ‘‘purpose.’’142

Aside from purely geographic or historical considerations, this pos-
ture also appears natural for a ‘‘middle power.’’ Throughout the post-
1945 period Canada has shifted between being the archetypical
middle power and being a principal power, in the changing shadow
of American hegemony and the attendant alterations in the structure
and relations of the international system. There is little doubt that in
the early post-war period Canada’s own self-image was that of a
middle power. Canada employed the instruments of diplomacy in
the corridors of the United Nations (as well as NATO, its other prin-
cipal multilateral commitment) to uphold the ideals of the post-war
international order, and worked successfully for revisions within
both organizations that would curtail undue unilateralism by the
United States and guarantee access to decision-making for other res-
ponsible partners. It is also in this period that Canada actively lob-
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bied for the admission of new members to the United Nations in sup-
port of the principle of universality, provided guidance to those who
wished to make the United Nations work in spite of the log-jams
caused by the veto powers of the permanent members, and sought
to strengthen the specialized agencies to meet better the expanding
demands of the UN system. During the late 1960s and throughout
the 1970s, however, there is substantial evidence to support the
‘‘principal power’’ thesis, as it is during this period that one observes
a dramatic increase in the number and variety of Canada’s bilateral
relations, increased stature within the Commonwealth and the fran-
cophonie, a willingness and ability to challenge American policies in
bilateral and multilateral forums, and an interest in taking the lead on
significant international issues.143

But ‘‘middle power’’ may be the appropriate designation for Can-
ada in the last decade of the millennium, although the current fluidity
in the international system may make old categories no longer help-
ful. In any case, if the United States remains the only country with
dominant military and economic might then, in conjunction with the
emergence of Japan and the realignment of Europe and Russia, Can-
ada will remain relatively a middle power. Repeated official refer-
ences to Canada’s ‘‘middle-power’’ status reflect this thinking, and
as a result, when faced with domestic pressure to ‘‘do something’’
about urgent international problems, ‘‘the instinctive reaction in Can-
ada is to turn to multilateral fora.’’ But, having selected the multilat-
eral route, ‘‘[we] then decide what to do within it. Our inherent limi-
tations lead us to either mediation or to a focus on institution
building, the latter being more important.’’144 It is this reaction to
the exigencies of the external environment that permits specific units
or individuals in the bureaucracy to work diligently on reform efforts.
In the absence of high political saliency or clear domestic political
pressures promoting it, ‘‘reformism’’ is justified by the need to have
functioning multilateral forums to which one can turn. Middle
powers are thus naturally more attentive to the functioning of the
UN system, and their general lack of vested interests in specific out-
comes means their motives for pursuing reforms are not normally
suspect.

If this reasoning is correct, then it is also understandable that, in
the late 1960s through the 1970s, Canada’s primary attention would
have turned away from the United Nations to those other relation-
ships and forums more amenable to the opportunities available to a
principal power actor. During this interlude, Canada quite strenu-
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ously questioned its UN commitments.145 Canada was not alone in
this regard, as the other members of the G7 joined in these efforts to
give leadership and engage in more narrowly based activities in the
absence of assertive and credible US leadership. As a consequence,
the UN system somewhat stagnated, and reform of the system did
not engage the energies of these critically situated states in the inter-
national system.

Conclusion

Canadian efforts to reform the UN system are ultimately pursued
‘‘partly out of a perception that it has a clear need for a strong and
relevant multilateral system, partly out of a genuine desire to see the
UN fulfil better its political, economic and social mandate.146 Sup-
port for reforms is almost dictated by the interest that middle powers
develop in multilateral forums by virtue of their position in the inter-
national system, a position sharpened for Canada by geographical
and historical factors. As a result, by now Canada’s ‘‘lasting and vis-
ceral commitment to multilateralism . . . is ingrained in and endemic
to the Canadian character,’’ and it has created a pattern of expecta-
tions that reinforces Canada’s support of efforts to reform and adapt
the institutions of the UN system.147 Such a commitment is shared by
other states with similar status in the international system, from some
of the members of the G7 through to others such as the Nordics or
Australians. This implies that the main factors determining attitudes
to the UN system may be located largely outside of the domestic de-
terminants of a state’s foreign policies.

But the kind of reforms pursued by Canada appears to be deter-
mined by a combination of domestic and external factors. The issue
areas focused upon (such as the FAO or the status of women) are
linked to domestic political factors; the style of reform proposals is
rooted in Canadian domestic political culture and practice and the in-
stitutional memory and emphasis of the bureaucracy. The choice of
adaptive or process reform as opposed to more far-reaching trans-
formational reforms is partly dictated by the stake Canada has in
maintaining existing institutional arrangements. This ‘‘has driven the
Canadian government . . . often to give priority to the preservation of
institutions at the expense of other considerations,’’ especially the
goal of making the UN system more responsive to the needs of the
less developed countries.148

In a sense, this calls into question the framework for several of the

Canada and the United Nations

175



case-studies in this volume, with their implied assumption that a
state’s relative support for or opposition to reform efforts (and the
resources it will devote to it) is somehow a function of domestic polit-
ical, social, or institutional factors).149 Such a causal link cannot be
easily tested, as the evidence put forward in this paper suggests.
Although support for the United Nations is high, we do not know if
Canadian attitudes to the United Nations (as demonstrated from
public opinion surveys, for example) indicate a prior commitment to
multilateralism that drives policy-making, or if the commitment to
multilateralism and Canadians’ positive image of the role and func-
tion of the UN system are driven by the fact that it is the ‘‘only game
in town’’ for the foreign policy ambitions of a middle power. Social-
ization into this role (and the self-image of a ‘‘helpful fixer’’) may also
hinder the advocacy of more dramatic and creative diplomacy when
opportunities or crises present themselves.

While middle powers may be the strongest supporters of institu-
tional reform of the UN system, and may even be ‘‘experts’’ on such
matters, they are systematically unable to garner enough political
support to push their reform proposals. The relative difficulties en-
countered by the Canadian proposals for financial and budgetary re-
form, the lack of return on the investment in far-reaching proposals
for ECOSOC reform, and the failed campaign sponsored by Canada
in the FAO to change the director-general all suggest that middle
powers are too weak to shepherd by themselves the process of insti-
tutional change. They rarely take the lead on major proposals and,
when success is enjoyed, it usually comes in either process or adap-
tive reforms that may, by their ‘‘problem-solving’’ bent, not address
the fundamental issues confronting the UN system. Only efforts by
states such as Japan (with its push for the creation of the G18) or a
strong consensus among the permanent members of the Security
Council (as demonstrated since the 1990 Security Council summit
meeting) or the other rough groupings that have emerged in the Gen-
eral Assembly are likely to be sufficient to galvanize reform ef-
forts.150 Many middle and lesser powers have complained, at times
openly, that they are being marginalized in the current reform ef-
forts at the United Nations.

There are good reasons to question the possible commitment of
middle powers to more profound transformational reforms. Such
changes would threaten the relative power and status of these states,
unless they incorporated some version of the ‘‘functionalist prin-
ciple,’’ which argues that multilateral institutions should accord
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power and influence to those states willing and able to make a contri-
bution to a particular issue. It is unlikely, however, that the balance
of forces that would need to be struck to create a successor institu-
tion would easily accommodate a principle that so clearly benefited
‘‘middle powers.’’ In addition, there is a marked tendency to empha-
size in the UN system the institutional expressions of liberal Western
values, which tend towards the depoliticization of issues and the es-
chewing of the strong ideological commitments that necessarily form
the backdrop for transformational reforms. This helps explain why
states such as Canada are suspicious of grand designs and are among
the most prominent supporters of adaptive reform, even as it be-
comes clear that such reform will not be sufficient to meet the re-
quirement of relevance for the universal body. They may at times
play the fortuitous role of catalysers, but are more likely destined to
be eager followers and supporters, in the quest for an international
organization able to cope with the challenges of the twenty-first cen-
tury.
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5

France and the United Nations
system

Marie-Claude Smouts

Introduction: The UN . . . what is it for?

In the long history of French foreign relations, the United Nations as
an instrument of peace and international cooperation is a recent in-
novation. In its early years, the United Nations seemed to France to
offer to be three things at one and the same time: a threat to avoid, an
opportunity to seize, an instrument to use.1 It was difficult to place
great hopes in an organization made up of independent states, which
are the ‘‘least impartial and most self-interested’’ of entities (Charles
de Gaulle), and where European states were in the minority and
France itself isolated. As to the future, who could predict what
would transpire? Fifty years after its creation it is still not certain
that its members know what they want to do with the United Nations.

It does not replace other methods of diplomacy and is far from
being the major arena of multilateral activities, given the importance
of the European Union (EU), the summits of the seven major indus-
trialized countries (G7), and the Bretton Woods institutions. Above
all, it has not modified the essential core of international relations
with its precarious and often explosive combination of competition
and cooperation. None the less, this universal and quasi-parliamen-
tary organization has introduced a new dimension whose effects are
difficult to measure and continue to surprise.

Each member state is permanently confronted with the totality of
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states on the planet in an uninterrupted debate on almost all aspects
of international relations, including those that it considers to be a
matter for its exclusive jurisdiction. The fiction that the founders of
the Charter entertained that foreign policy and international co-
operation could be conducted separately from domestic politics
(Article 2, para. 7) has been shattered; once there is a majority to
put it on the agenda, no question escapes the attention of the organ-
ization. France has experienced the impact more than once. But it is
difficult for a government to estimate what stakes are involved in de-
bates in the United Nations. The effect is not necessarily immediate
and the issues are often diffused and drawn out over a long period.
The United Nations only partially fulfils the functions set down in the
Charter and, at the same time, carries on activities that are not speci-
fied as such in the text and are implemented differently at different
times. All of this complicates the calculation of the costs and benefits
that can be expected.

The United Nations is the centre of the most massive exchange of
information of all time and is at the heart of an institutional system
whose ramifications touch almost all of human activities. It is also
the only institution that can possibly assure at least a minimum of
coordination in the efforts at collective action in the world. For some
20 years, a growing awareness of the need to regulate a certain num-
ber of problems that are vital to the future of humanity has re-
inforced the claim that the United Nations is an indispensable centre
of discussion and cooperation leading to action for the common good.
The large international conferences and the proliferation of centres,
funds, and programmes linked to the United Nations are all evidence
of this awareness.

Nevertheless, in actual negotiations and in the realm of ideas, the
contribution of the United Nations is difficult to evaluate. The incon-
veniences of public diplomacy burden its work; for example, the diffi-
culty of knowing whether speeches are directed at international pub-
lic opinion or at friends or enemies; or propaganda that distorts the
very object of discussion. Diplomacy through ‘‘groups’’ also impedes
effective negotiation. If there is compromise, it is in the short run and
about procedures, a formula, or over words rather than ideas. In the
guise of negotiations, the majority uses its pressure to force the adop-
tion of resolution after resolution without having the means to imple-
ment its policies and without any meaningful exchange of reciprocal
concessions. These inefficiencies and the frequent lack of realism in
UN debates explain, in part, why countries in the minority often ac-
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cept defeat with a certain equanimity: their vital interests are rarely
and only indirectly threatened.

Governments none the less remain vigilant since speechifying, pos-
turing, and unfulfilled resolutions may indicate deep movements.
Diplomacy through speechifying is not harmless, as France knows
better than most, having been one of the targets in the long and tu-
multuous history that pitted the United Nations against the colonial
powers and whose impact is still being felt. In no other field of activ-
ity was the United Nations better able to demonstrate its capacity for
putting pressure on governments in the name of universal values than
in decolonization. Legitimation of the struggles for national libera-
tion and recognition of those who took up arms – the phenomenon
that Inis Claude described so well as ‘‘collective legitimation’’ was
well developed. On the initiative of the Organization of African
Unity (OAU) and the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), the
United Nations granted privileges to liberation movements by per-
mitting them to participate in the work of certain organs and giving
them the status of observers. But France had already seen move-
ments of what it considered to be terrorists and minorities recog-
nized as legitimate with an international audience. Even more, in or-
der to bypass the obstacle of Article 2, paragraph 7, the supporters of
liberation movements, especially in the debates on Algeria, based
their attack on the Charter provisions for human rights and the main-
tenance of peace and security (Article 11, para. 2, and Article 55).
Over a period of seven years (1952–1959), France was accused of
threatening the peace in all of North Africa and of demeaning the
culture and dignity of the people whose affairs it administered. This
was hard to take for the land of the Rights of Man! It is difficult to
measure precisely the effects of these debates on the policy of decol-
onization, but it is certain that the role of censor exerted by the
United Nations contributed to making exorbitant the political and
moral cost of colonial domination.

The United Nations fulfils a very special function when it acts as a
kind of opinion poll at the world level. For a state like France that
seeks to play a world role but lacks the means of a superpower, pres-
tige and moral position become the attributes of power. They give
authority to what is said, encourage others to listen, and are instru-
ments of influence. The United Nations serves as a ‘‘diplomatic ba-
rometer.’’ The French permanent mission pays great attention to
every reflection on the image of France in the organization. Com-
pared with the United Kingdom (the other European permanent
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member of the Security Council), the United States, and the Scandin-
avian countries, France’s record is credible and this is not without
consequence since everything is, above all, symbolic in the United
Nations and a vote on one subject can sanction or make up for a
vote on an entirely different issue.

But how does information about status and image influence politi-
cal choices? Most of the time, it is more significant for the professio-
nal staff than for their political masters. The United Nations is a very
special social club with its own language, rites, and meanings. The
games of the initiated often seem ridiculous, and outbursts during its
proceedings often do not cross the East River and, positive or nega-
tive, are not reflected in bilateral relations. In contrast, when a ques-
tion on the agenda directly affects their national interests, the French
carefully prepare their case and seek support since the vote is an im-
portant test. Support and defections are taken seriously. Votes on co-
lonial questions in the 1950s, on nuclear tests in the 1970s, and on
New Caledonia in the 1980s were followed attentively and a careful
count kept of otherwise ‘‘friendly’’ states that abstained or voted
against the French position. The United Nations is thus a source of
information on the way the winds are blowing in world opinion, on
the margin of manoeuvre open to France, the support it can expect,
the adversaries who need convincing, and the undecided who need to
be wooed.

The pressures of the United Nations are not, in themselves, com-
pelling. France has often resisted them. So long as a government
feels strong and convinced that its position is solid, it can remain
deaf to what is presented as the opinion of the world community
but, from its view, has no legitimate basis. When doubt begins to
creep in, however, when domestic opinion begins to withdraw sup-
port, when national feelings become divided, then the pressures ex-
erted through the United Nations add to internal constraints and, at
a given moment, make the price of maintaining the status quo prohi-
bitive. This was the experience of the USSR in Afghanistan, South
Africa in Namibia, Israel in the occupied territories, just as it had
been the experience of France in the 1950s.

Since the passing of the great wave of decolonization, the United
Nations has not found any grand design to replace it. The process
through which a majority expresses the values of world society and
transforms political claims into ethical and then juridical principles
by repetition and insistence, by a kind of incantation, could succeed
only because the superpowers were in agreement and the colonial
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powers were not sure of themselves. It has only partially succeeded in
other cases: the fight against racial discrimination, the Law of the Sea,
the right of development. Once, following decolonization and con-
tinuing throughout the 1970s, the great hopes of constructing a New
International Economic Order (NIEO) were dissipated, the UN
‘‘machine’’ seemed to become less significant. The North–South im-
passe, the stalemates in regional conflicts, the disarray among the
countries of the third world, the blows struck by the Reagan adminis-
tration, all of these combined to smother the organization in pessi-
mism.

Then, at the end of the 1980s, certain changes, especially the new
Soviet policies, combined to bring about a fresh start for the organi-
zation, at least in one of its major missions: the settlement of interna-
tional conflicts. Afghanistan, the Iran–Iraq war, the Western Sahara,
Central America, Cambodia – the United Nations is being called on
from all sides. Its usefulness in terminating local conflicts is once
more demonstrated. As a permanent member of the Security Coun-
cil, France can only be pleased with this turn of events.

The United Nations in French diplomacy

France has never been able to accept the loss of its status as a great
power. Although it does not have the capabilities of a world power,
France still claims its ‘‘rank’’ on the international scene – it claims to
have global ambitions and to carry a universal message. An active
and efficient United Nations in which it could play an acknowledged
role is consistent with France’s interests. Multilateralism maximizes
its assets: it allows it to reach beyond a regional role, to express its
views, to display its skill. This is the reason France has always been
very sensitive about the prerogatives of the Security Council and it
strongly supports any move toward a strengthening of this UN body
as long as France thereby enjoys all the privileges of a permanent
member. But it currently has to face a new question: how far can the
Security Council extend its authority, under the predominance of the
United States, without thwarting France’s free will and own interests?

The United Nations is, at one and the same time, an embryo of an
organized community and an instrument of foreign policy for its mem-
bers. France, like all states, tries to maintain a balance between the
needs of international cooperation and the free determination of its
own goals. This has proved to be difficult at times, especially when,
against its will, key issues in its foreign policy have come up for dis-
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cussion before the organization, not the least the administration of its
overseas territories and its defence policy. In the early years, the
functions of the United Nations – information, collective legitima-
tion, regulation – worked more to the disadvantage of France than
of other members, superpowers or small states, and, in its eyes,
placed it in a more critical position. From that point, the interest of
France in the organization began to fade and its attitude became
one of open hostility.

1945–1965: A turbulent learning period

The French position on the United Nations was, for a long time, a
product of the converging constraints of the Cold War and colonial
conflicts. But, on these two issues, the French felt the United Nations
to be of little usefulness. During the early years of the Cold War, the
United States dominated the United Nations as it dominated the
Western world. Although not all votes in the organization necessar-
ily went the way the Americans wanted, when a question interested
them or when they decided to support a position actively, they could
gain a majority. Moreover, they defined the values and the goals of
the organization: the fight against ‘‘ideological expansion’’ and
‘‘communist subversion’’; safeguarding the ‘‘universal ideals’’ threat-
ened by the USSR and the Cominform. This concept of the United
Nations rang true with France, where a strong Communist Party ex-
isted with the support of the Soviets and where the outburst of na-
tionalism in the third world was largely attributed to the manipula-
tions of international communism. To the extent that the United
Nations participated in defence of the ‘‘free world,’’ France could
only be supportive and take advantage of the world forum to de-
nounce violations of human rights in the Eastern countries.

At the same time, UN military intervention was based either on the
armed forces of the United States (Korea), or on superpower conni-
vance (Suez), or on the determination of the Secretary-General
(Congo). This was a far cry from the idea of a ‘‘directorate’’ foreseen
in the Charter, where the permanent members of the Security Coun-
cil would share responsibility for the maintenance of peace! As the
price of Western solidarity, France resigned itself to a slow shift of
the centre of decision-making from the Council to the General As-
sembly and the Secretariat (Res. 377(V)). This shift from the arrange-
ments defined at San Francisco not only undermined France’s prerog-
atives as a permanent member, but also allowed its own policies to
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come under critical examination, as was the bitter experience of the
Suez affair. Relegated to a secondary position when it came to deal-
ing with the great issues that divided East from West, France re-
sented being then pushed onto centre stage over issues that it be-
lieved were beyond the authority of the General Assembly. As a
result, it was embarrassed and often acted in a contradictory way:
UN intervention was accepted in all issues that protected the system
of Western values against communism, but was rejected when it en-
couraged a new definition of freedom and human rights in non-self-
governing territories.

During the 1950s, unable to choose between following its own
overseas policy and maintaining international support, especially the
support of the United States, which had granted France several loans
during the colonial wars, France was stuck in a defensive position,
characterized by a rigid legalism and a large number of abstentions.
But it played the game. To avoid having the problems of North
Africa (Tunisia, Morocco, and Algeria) complicated by UN interven-
tion, the delegation battled, discussed, and argued. On questions that
did not immediately affect its national interests, France tried to play a
mediating role, based as much as possible on facts and law. This de-
liberately technical position brought its representatives a certain
amount of estime in the organization, but it emphasized how the sta-
tus that France had regained in 1945 was only symbolic. Either the
American–Soviet split paralysed the Security Council and reduced
France to the role of a spectator as powerless as any small country
in the General Assembly, or the USSR and the United States found
a minimum basis of agreement to enable the United Nations to act,
with France afraid of being the target.

All of these issues combined to exasperate Charles de Gaulle with
the United Nations when he came to power in 1958. The General had
nothing but contempt for parliamentary games, rejected any outside
interference, and saw international relations in terms only of a con-
cert among great powers. He had two main objectives: to settle the
Algerian question and to restore France to its ‘‘rightful place’’ in the
world. For the first of these, the United Nations was of no use. In the
enormous risk that he was taking – to bring Algeria to self-govern-
ment and independence without either secession overseas or a civil
war at home – to fight for a vote here and a vote there in the United
Nations was an exercise in folly. If France was to grant independence,
it would do it alone, freely, and because it had chosen to do so. As for
the second aim, there was a role for the United Nations, but only if
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the voice of France was not drowned by a flood of ‘‘invective and
insults’’ and if the Security Council began to exercise its proper re-
sponsibilities.

Since these conditions could not be fulfilled, the United Nations had
to step aside, and de Gaulle made it quite clear by scorning, in turn,
the General Assembly, the Security Council, and the Secretary-
General, the three principal organs of the United Nations. From
1958, France stopped participating in debates on the Algerian issue
and, from 1960, no longer took part in the general debate that
opened each session of the General Assembly. In the Security Coun-
cil, it watched the response to the Congo crisis with increasing hostil-
ity, disapproving of what was done in both substance and form and
abstaining but never using the power of the veto. At the same time,
France refused to pay its assessed contribution for the operation. The
events in Bizerte in 1961 brought the crisis with the United Nations
almost to a point of no return. The Council schedules a meeting;
France does not attend. A special session of the General Assembly
is called; the French mission openly leaves New York. As for Dag
Hammarskjöld, disdained because he dared give advice on what
needed to be done in Guinea and Tunisia, for his broad vision of the
United Nations, and for his ambitious interpretation of the role of the
Secretary-General, he suffered the worst of insults. Add to all of this
a deliberate campaign of sarcasm and mockery against ‘‘the so-called
United Nations,’’ which is ‘‘whipped up by frenetic and fanciful
movements.’’

The General, moreover, could not care less if this ‘‘ivory tower pol-
icy’’ embarrassed the friends of France in the United Nations and
weakened France’s position. He meant to show the world the un-
wavering character of a France in charge of its own destiny. It was a
strong position that went beyond being firm on the Algerian question
and, in the context of the tensions outside and the divisions inside the
country, the General began to do battle on another front: the devel-
opment of a French nuclear weapon and building a national deterrent
capability. Here, too, since a majority in the United Nations de-
nounced French nuclear tests, the organization was little more than
a nuisance. The opposition, moreover, was perceived as part of a
vast movement orchestrated by the existing nuclear powers (the
United States, the Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom) to pre-
vent France from achieving the ‘‘supreme expression of power.’’ The
scorn was even greater since, in form and substance, disarmament
talks were viewed more and more as an American–Soviet exercise
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to retain their own supremacy. For that reason, from 1962 France re-
fused to sit on the Commission on Disarmament that met in Geneva.

So long as France remained weak, the United Nations was seen as
a nuisance without any redeeming features. In contrast, when the Al-
gerian War was ended, the nuclear force built, and the domestic polit-
ical system stabilized, France resumed the place in the organization
that it had never completely abandoned. The decolonization of black
Africa and the beginning of a détente between East and West after
the Cuban missile crisis opened up new opportunities. France began
to build up a clientele. The world organization to which new states
were so attached now offered France a public of small and medium
powers who were tired of a paralysing bipolarity and ready to ap-
plaud a voice that denounced domination by the superpowers, re-
jected American hegemony, and spoke of the independence and dig-
nity of nations. On the one hand, the new and very prudent
Secretary-General brought the United Nations back to practices
more in line with the Charter, and the Security Council returned to
its position as primary organ in matters of peace and security. On
the other hand, policies that could be termed ‘‘neutralist’’ and were
oriented in the direction of the third world coincided with the emer-
gence of a North–South framework for UN politics that France en-
couraged. It opened up a special role for France: a great power
speaking for the third world.

1965–1987: A period of quiet participation

The short period from 1965 to 1970 was a golden age in relations with
the United Nations. France enjoyed considerable prestige, which was
hardly justified by the very conservative position that it took on
apartheid in South Africa and on the Portuguese colonies or by its
refusal to help the United Nations out of its financial difficulties. In
most other respects, France’s positions coincided with those of the
new majority: condemnation of the American intervention in the
Dominican Republic (1965); condemnation of Israeli policy (1967);
an emphasis on economic issues and the need to organize world com-
modity markets. In order to strengthen its relations with the non-
aligned countries, France used the United Nations to test world opin-
ion. What a turnabout! But the success of this diplomacy rested on
the immense prestige of an exceptional man and the magic of words
when ‘‘tone’’ was all. In truth, the interests of France could not com-
pletely coincide with those of the non-aligned states, and, from the
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early 1970s, the contradictions became increasingly evident. Once
again France found itself on the defensive – for its relations with
South Africa and its nuclear tests. And once again it had to fight to
limit the right of the United Nations to intervene in the evolution of
its overseas territories.

France never stopped being vigilant about what the United Nations
was doing. But a major change took place in its relations with the
organization: it no longer emphasized UN actions, whether positive
or negative. The French worked and took their place quietly. The
reconciliation with the United Nations, moreover, became complete
when France made a voluntary contribution to help the world organi-
zation meet its financial crisis. It was something of a welcome gift to
Kurt Waldheim, who had just been elected, and opened a new era of
peaceful cooperation, without either grandiose schemes or special
fears.

Despite certain sensitive issues that periodically made life difficult
for its representatives, France had no major quarrel with the United
Nations, but simply accepted the organization as a reflection of the
problems it faced in international relations. France was pragmatic,
taking the United Nations as a fact of life that one needed to deal
with. To love the United Nations or not to love the United Nations
was not the question. The United Nations existed, it could be useful,
and it needed to be used. When France found itself taken to task for
its nuclear tests, for economic relations with South Africa, or for
Mayotte or New Caledonia, its representatives responded, point by
point, argued the case, and counter-attacked if necessary.

This pragmatism was certainly facilitated by the fact that the stakes
involved were not especially important. Until the end of the 1980s,
the United Nations had lost a good deal of its ‘‘punch.’’ The plethora
of recommendations voted but never implemented by the Security
Council as well as the General Assembly, the attention given to mat-
ters of procedure, the lack of truly original ideas emerging from its
debates – more and more the United Nations was not taken too ser-
iously. The French people have always been poorly informed about
their country’s activities at the United Nations and this helped their
government view the organization philosophically! But the stakes
were also different from what they had been earlier. In the 1950s,
France had tried desperately to slow down a really relentless process
of decolonization. In the early 1960s, its aim was to insist on its right
to decide on its defence structure and its relations with its overseas
territories without outside interference. For some 20 years after that,
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the situation was altogether different. On issues that could be embar-
rassing, France either had a certain margin for manoeuvre, or was not
alone, or else its position was better understood.

Whatever the case, France no longer took an unfavourable vote as
a crippling blow to its position. It learned how to discern, beneath the
coded gestures, the real questions that were being asked about the
great issues of the time: nuclear proliferation, disarmament, the fu-
ture of the south Pacific, of southern Africa, etc. It understood, for
example, that the votes on nuclear testing in the Pacific reflected the
feelings of the people in the region. Whether they were spontaneous
or artificially provoked, they were a fact that France needed to take
into consideration in its relations with the states in the area. If there
was no question of halting tests that were still necessary to establish-
ing the credibility of its strategy of deterrence, on at least two occa-
sions France was forced to show its good will: in 1974, Valéry Giscard
d’Estaing ordered an earlier end to a series of tests in the atmosphere
than the military experts wished; and in 1989, the Prime Minister an-
nounced a reduction in the number of annual underwater tests. Paral-
lel to diplomatic moves at the bilateral and regional levels, France
argued its case at the United Nations, increased scientific research,
and tried to convince and assure others that the tests held no dangers
for the people in the region. In April 1992, France announced a sus-
pension of all its nuclear tests.

The United Nations is one among many instruments in the broad
arsenal of world diplomacy. For the majority of states that cannot
afford to establish embassies throughout the world, it is a significant
instrument of socialization. It is there that they carry out their for-
eign policy and receive their diplomatic training and their informa-
tion about the international system. How can one deal with these
states in bilateral or regional relations, but refuse to heed what they
say in the world organization? The issue of sanctions against South
Africa was, perhaps, the most difficult in this regard. Of the 17 vetos
registered by France until 1989, 9 came between 1975 and 1981
against mandatory economic sanctions against South Africa for its
policy of apartheid and illegal occupation of Namibia. Certainly
France was not alone and voted with the United States and the
United Kingdom, as well as Canada and the Federal Republic of Ger-
many when they were members of the Council (1981). But doing so
opposed France to the African group with which it sought to develop
close relations but which comprised the principal opposition to the
regime in Pretoria. It was also in contradiction with the effort to pur-
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sue a policy in which France leaned toward the third world and
served as an ardent advocate of human rights. The condemnations
that were regularly voted at the end of the 1970s showed how these
contradictions tarnished France’s image and enfeebled its relations
with Africa. France was no more harshly attacked than the United
States and the United Kingdom, but it had more to lose. While con-
tinuing to refuse mandatory sanctions under Chapter VII of the
Charter, France began to ease its position and accept partial sanc-
tions. In 1977, it participated in laborious negotiations that led to a
unanimous vote by the Council on an arms embargo against South
Africa (Res. 418/1977), which France then claimed never to have
violated.

In 1985, a new phase started. In 1983, France had suspended its
participation in the so-called ‘‘contact group’’ on Namibia in protest
against the linkage established by the United States and South Africa
between the settlement of the Namibian issue and the withdrawal of
Cuban troops from Angola. France was also irritated that the nego-
tiations on the Western side were increasingly monopolized by the
United States. France had always rejected the idea of economic sanc-
tions over the Namibian question in order to avoid tying up the nego-
tiations and to maintain flexibility.

For the first time, on 19 June 1985, France voted for a resolution
calling for voluntary sanctions against Pretoria (Res. 566), while the
United States and the United Kingdom abstained. Moreover, to pro-
test against a state of emergency proclaimed in South Africa, which
aroused great anger and renewed criticisms from the left about what
was considered as excessive complaisance on the part of the govern-
ment, France took the initiative to propose a resolution before the
Security Council that included the following measures: the suspen-
sion of all new investment in South Africa; the suspension of the
sale of computer equipment that could be used by the South African
army or police; the forbidding of any transactions involving nuclear
materials; and a series of financial restrictions. While these did not
involve overall economic sanctions, they were not far off. After
that, in contrast with the United States and the United Kingdom,
France no longer used its veto when the question of mandatory sanc-
tions was raised in the Security Council but rather abstained in the
voting.2 Indeed, this position did not change during the two-year
period (from March 1986 to May 1988) when the conservatives were
in power in France. Like several European countries, France did not
favour complete mandatory sanctions, which it probably could not
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have implemented with all French corporations and which would
have meant a complete break with Pretoria. Instead, it tried to in-
volve the European Economic Community in a policy of voluntary
sanctions and, in its bilateral as well as multilateral relations, in-
creased its active hostility to apartheid until the new course in South
Africa’s policy in the early 1990s.

Among the difficult issues that at any moment could become ex-
plosive, the most sensitive are those that touch upon French sover-
eignty in its overseas territories. Even though the inhabitants of
Mayotte have chosen to remain French rather than be integrated
into the Comoros, the General Assembly has regularly launched an
appeal, however moderate, that the problem be settled ‘‘in accor-
dance with the political unity and territorial integrity of the Com-
oros.’’ Regularly France insists that the resolution is contrary to Ar-
ticle 2, paragraph 7, of the Charter and votes ‘‘no,’’ while taking care
to argue that the fundamental right of people to self-determination
has been respected. And so it has gone since 1977.3 The question of
the scattered islands in the Channel of Mozambique has also been
regularly raised, but the antagonism of neighbouring states has short-
ened the debate.

More serious has been the question of New Caledonia, where
France has had to battle its case with vigour but where, neverthe-
less, the confrontation has not degenerated into an open crisis with
the United Nations. On the contrary, it has shown how, by ‘‘playing
the game’’ at the United Nations, by defending a position that is sup-
ported by domestic opinion and is well understood in the affected ter-
ritory, such an issue could be diffused. On 2 December 1986, the
General Assembly adopted Resolution 41/41/A, affirming ‘‘the in-
alienable right of the people of New Caledonia to self-determination
and independence’’ by a vote of 89 to 24 with 11 abstentions. A year
later a similar resolution (42/79) was voted 69 to 27 with 47 absten-
tions and 13 absences, thus winning with fewer votes than the total
of those opposing and refusing to take part. Given the customs of
the United Nations, the permanent delegation had to be satisfied! In
1988, the Fourth Committee adopted a very moderate resolution re-
questing all parties to continue discussions and refrain from any act
of violence, which was not even raised in the plenary session. What
had happened in the interim had been the negotiation of the ‘‘Ma-
tignon Agreements.’’ None the less, the territory is on the list of the
Special Committee on Colonialism (Committee of 24) and the issue
could come up at any time, especially if there is renewed violence in

National policies on the United Nations

198



the archipelago. In this part of the world, France is under surveillance
by the United Nations, which, in turn, reflects the views of the mem-
bers of the Pacific Forum. But the experience has shown that it is
better to participate in the debates, argue the case, and vote rather
than to take refuge in a haughty but ineffective legalism. For that
matter, the short-term costs in the organization are not very high.

In relations with the organization, the ratio of costs to benefits
works out positive. Until recently, the United Nations used not to be
expensive, financially or politically. Since 1988, the French contribu-
tion has been completely paid up. The French pay 6 per cent of the
regular budget of the organization. France ranks fifth among contri-
butors, which gives it a certain status without excessive cost. At the
same time, it makes early payment on its contribution – in January –
and thus demonstrates its support for the system. Nevertheless, it is
clear that, if France were not a permanent member of the Security
Council, the cost–benefit ratio might be reversed and interest in the
organization seriously diminished.

New times, new challenges

In the past few years, since the end of the Cold War, the United Na-
tions’ peace-keeping ambitions and scope have expanded tremen-
dously. French diplomacy has welcomed and supported this trend to-
wards an enhancement of UN intervention through a more active
role for the Secretary-General and the Security Council, coercive ac-
tions with economic sanctions and the use of force, humanitarian in-
terventions, preventive deployment of military forces, and so on.
France acts as if the United Nations might be becoming the guaran-
tor of the new international system under the leadership of a few
reliable and mighty states. It acts on the assumption that what re-
inforces the United Nations’ capabilities reinforces France’s interna-
tional status.

This policy entails new risks and contradictions. On the one hand,
it gives France an opportunity to play a regulating role in regional
conflicts and the international system that a medium-sized power
could not play alone. On the other hand, it links France’s prestige
both to the policy of the leading country in the United Nations – the
United States – and to the success or failure of the world organiza-
tion. The paradox is: in order to be able to express its own views on
international affairs, France has to keep its permanent seat on the
Security Council, but to keep its permanent seat it has to make con-
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cessions and to rally to the view of the dominant power! The 1991
Gulf War was illustrative in this respect: although France did not
entirely share US views, it had only a slight chance of being heard.
After hesitation, it displayed total solidarity with its mighty ally. The
French permanent mission was very active in toning down the most
strongly worded passages of the resolutions passed, but it could con-
tribute only cosmetic improvements. The only French resolution
adopted during the conflict was Resolution 688, allowing the crea-
tion of safe havens for the Kurdish population.

Since 1991, France has ventured far down the road in large-scale
peace-keeping missions. It is the biggest provider of troops to the
UN forces, with more than 9,000 soldiers. In 1993, it was involved in
eight operations on the ground; and its share of the UN peace-
keeping budget was 7.6 per cent. But the very mitigated achieve-
ments so far – not to say failure – in former Yugoslavia or in Somalia
have discredited the whole notion that the United Nations can effec-
tively deal with civil war and ethnic conflicts. The success of the
operation in Cambodia, in which France played a significant part,
has been eclipsed by criticisms over the lack of a plausible strategy
to halt ‘‘ethnic cleansing’’ and military abuses. As the credibility of
the United Nations is questioned, the fact of placing French capabil-
ities at the service of the world community essentially through the
United Nations has become more and more questionable.

French policies at the United Nations

The domestic environment

French policies at the United Nations respond to changes in the inter-
national system as reflected in the organization and very rarely to
considerations from the domestic order. Few constraints are imposed
by domestic forces, so that the government enjoys considerable flex-
ibility in the choice of both the goals that will be pursued and the
means used to achieve them. Opinion about the United Nations is
indifferent because it is ill informed and political parties are little
interested. General sentiment is somewhat positive in the abstract,
but suspicious when it comes to national interests. If there are any
who are well disposed or particularly attached to the United Na-
tions, they are not organized as pressure groups or as effective inter-
ests within political parties. Disapproval and support can be found on
both the left and the right.

National policies on the United Nations

200



In France there are no movements that can be called either ‘‘pro-’’
or ‘‘anti-United Nations.’’ The French United Nations Association is
known only within a limited public. It had a brief spurt of activity in
1960–1961 to try to improve relations between France and the United
Nations and proposed a series of reforms that were discussed in aca-
demic circles.4 But these efforts came to nothing and, after 1962, re-
verted to inertia. Despite a brief push by François Mitterrand (in
what is typically the way the French work, the president of the UNA
is appointed by the head of state!), the UNA has not recovered and
whatever activities it sponsors have remained largely unknown.

One exception was a public opinion poll in 1985, more than 15
years after a previous poll in 1969.5 It should be pointed out that
these two polls are the only ones ever conducted in France on the
United Nations itself. Usually, the issue does not interest the media.
French opinion about the United Nations can be tapped only through
questions inserted here and there in polls taken on broader subjects.
The 1985 poll found that a majority of the French considered the
United Nations to be effective in the maintenance of peace (51 per
cent), slightly less in assistance to the third world (48 per cent) and
the protection of human rights (45 per cent). A similar majority
thought that the United Nations ‘‘does not have sufficient power’’
(51 per cent), against 7 per cent who believed it has ‘‘too much
power’’ and 29 per cent ‘‘sufficient powers.’’

If France had to participate in actions to maintain the peace
abroad, 55 per cent of those polled considered it preferable that it
be within, rather than outside (20 per cent), the United Nations. Yet
only 1 per cent thought that the United Nations is useful to France. On
the question, ‘‘Which states profit the most from the UN?’’, the an-
swers were varied. While 27 per cent said ‘‘all states equally,’’ 26 per
cent said the third world, 20 per cent the United States, and only 1
per cent France. The idea that the United Nations could play a role
in settling the problems of New Caledonia was rejected by 55 per cent
against 30 per cent. Moreover, if the United Nations were to get in-
volved in the issue, 50 per cent thought that it would be ‘‘somewhat
unhelpful,’’ 31 per cent ‘‘somewhat helpful,’’ and 19 per cent had no
views. In sum, the United Nations is useful for others but not for us.
France should participate in UN action in issues of peace and secur-
ity, but the United Nations should not intervene in issues affecting
France.

The mixture of support and cynicism is not new. An American re-
search project, conducted from 1954 to 1961, on the opinion of the
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French élite about the United Nations had already identified this
same absence, at one and the same time, of both hostility and inter-
est. In 1961, the United Nations was considered less important for
France than for Europe, Franco-German relations, and the Atlantic
Alliance, but nevertheless seen as ‘‘the most desirable form of trans-
national community.’’6

In the past few years, things have changed slightly.7 The French
would still probably not accept direct UN intervention in their in-
ternal affairs, but they are in favour of a strengthening of the United
Nations (86 per cent in March 1991) and they approve the use of
French troops in Europe when deployed under the auspices of the
United Nations to enforce international law (82 per cent in May
1991). During the Gulf War, the French were very sceptical about
the so-called ‘‘new world order’’ hailed by President Bush (36 per
cent). However, a large majority (71 per cent) agreed with Resolu-
tion 678 authorizing the use of force against Iraq; this was smaller
than in England (74 per cent) but more than in all the other Euro-
pean countries. In the same polls, opinion was that French troops
had to be placed under UN command (58 per cent), not US com-
mand (14 per cent), and not even French command (21 per cent).
France’s image of itself as a great diplomatic power when acting
through the United Nations is quite new in its political culture. The
time for ‘‘France alone’’ indeed seems to be over.

This does not mean that the French are very aware of how the UN
machinery functions. Generally, foreign policy and international dip-
lomacy are perplexing for the majority of the French and of little in-
terest to them. They are subjects considered technical and unintelli-
gible and thus best left to specialists. The complexity of UN politics
adds to the difficulties. The media have enormous problems in pre-
senting, in brief and comprehensible form, the grinding on of the
UN machinery, the drawing out of its deliberations, and the real im-
pact of its work. Of all the daily newspapers, only Le Monde covers
the United Nations regularly and provides a summary of its activities.
At the same time, the monthly Le Monde Diplomatique periodically
carries retrospective articles on important UN problems like the
financial crisis or reform, including occasional pieces by specialists
like Maurice Bertrand. On the radio, ‘‘France Culture’’ about once a
year will broadcast an early morning programme on the United Na-
tions, and, when an important event has taken place, an expert might
be interviewed for two or three minutes on the mid-day news. For
someone who has a real desire to know what is going on at the
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United Nations, it is not impossible to do so, but a sizeable effort
must be made!

Action by private groups that might influence the government on
UN issues remains limited. Unlike the United States and the United
Kingdom where the great foundations, the churches, and other pri-
vate associations play an important role in politics and society,
French political culture provides only a modest place for non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs). There is nothing like the peace move-
ment or the ecological movement. When France confronts groups
like these in connection with UN activities on disarmament, nuclear
weapons, or the south Pacific, it is usually as foreign adversaries
rather than pressure groups operating within domestic policy pro-
cesses.

Nevertheless, French NGOs do work closely with the government
in three areas: humanitarian assistance, development, and human
rights. The General Assembly resolution of 8 December 1988 on
‘‘humanitarian assistance’’ originated with a well-known French
group ‘‘Médecins du Monde,’’ before being formally proposed by
the French delegation. Every month the UN desk at the Quai d’Or-
say meets with 25 NGO members in a consultative committee on hu-
man rights, and NGOs help define the approach that France takes on
the issue of development assistance. This collaboration contributes to
what have become distinctive French themes: emphasis on the least
developed countries, and the fight against extreme poverty, for ex-
ample. There is more complementarity and synergy between the
NGOs and the French administration than there is criticism and
pressure.

It is in the schools of law, moreover, that international organiza-
tions, in general, and the United Nations, in particular, constitute a
major interest in both teaching and research. Political scientists and
specialists in foreign policy are not interested in the United Nations
and essentially leave the whole field to their colleagues in interna-
tional law, who have made important contributions. Examples in-
clude the work of Guy Ladreit de la Charrière and Michel Virally,
the commentary on the UN Charter edited by Jean-Pierre Cot and
Alain Pellet,8 the first since the classic work by Goodrich and Ham-
bro, and the major work on contemporary problems of the United
Nations carried out under the auspices of the French Society for In-
ternational Law.9 There is also the significant Annuaire français de
droit international in which one finds ‘‘everything’’: in-depth ana-
lyses, summaries of written and oral questions raised by members of
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the Parlement on French positions in the United Nations, a chronicle
of UN activities, the codification of international law, and a remark-
able bibliography – among other things.

It is the diplomats themselves, however, who essentially keep
others, including scholars, informed about the usefulness of the
United Nations for French foreign policy. By their participation in
seminars and conferences, by sharing their experience through writ-
ten and oral presentations, and by their willingness to meet with
scholars and facilitate their research, those who are assigned to the
permanent missions in New York and Geneva and in the Foreign
Ministry in Paris, especially retired ambassadors, are the best advo-
cates for the United Nations.

Interestingly enough, recent studies on defence and strategy com-
missioned by the Ministry of Defence have devoted considerable at-
tention to the rethinking of the army’s missions in the post–Cold War
era and to the prospects for international peace-keeping through the
United Nations. Here the United Nations’ role is scrutinized closely.
Moreover, some generals who were former commanders of peace-
keeping forces in Cambodia or in Bosnia no longer hesitate to say
openly what they think about the United Nations, its cumbersome
bureaucracy, and its lack of consistency. A new appraisal of the
United Nations is about to come from unexpected circles.

Instructing delegations: Preparation and application

The Constitution of 1958 and the powers of control over nuclear
weapons have made the President of the Republic the main decision
maker in matters of foreign policy.10 Except during those very pecu-
liar so-called ‘‘power-sharing’’ (cohabitation) periods when the Pres-
ident does not have a parliamentary majority (1986–1988; April
1993–), the President sets the priorities and closely follows those is-
sues that are his private preserve: African affairs, strategic questions,
and East–West relations. He becomes involved in the details of nego-
tiations in the United Nations only when basic French policies are in
question before the Security Council: policies in areas like southern
Africa, the Middle East, or the Persian Gulf. He may, however,
choose to lay down the direction to take on economic and social
issues when the stakes are clearly political, as was the example on
policies on commodities at UNCTAD I or, more recently, on issues
of human rights and humanitarian aid.

But, above all, the President sets the tone. Just as General de
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Gaulle, as we have seen, was critical, so President Pompidou moved,
discreetly, to reconcile France with the United Nations. His suc-
cessors, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing and François Mitterrand, avoided
criticism while trying to heighten regard for the organization, each
enjoying close relations with the Secretary-General. Also, the po-
dium of the General Assembly, for the first time since Pierre Mendès
France spoke there in 1954, became important enough for the head of
state to use it as a forum for a major policy statement: in 1978 on dis-
armament, in 1988 on chemical weapons, the international debt issue,
and a new approach to the problems of the third world, and in 1990
on the Persian Gulf crisis. More than any President before him, Fran-
çois Mitterrand has used the platform of the United Nations, the As-
sembly, UNCTAD, and others to make major political statements
and, in this way, demonstrate the value that France accords to the
UN system.

Two of his Prime Ministers have also taken special care to show
their interest in the work of the United Nations: Pierre Mauroy in
speaking before the General Assembly in 1982 and Michel Rocard,
in an unusual move, appearing before the Commission on Human
Rights in February 1989. Traditionally the Prime Minister is less di-
rectly involved than the President in the policies pursued at the
United Nations, intervening only when financial issues arise or when
there are domestic interests at stake such as commerce or industry or
discussions about the transfer of technology. It was just these condi-
tions that led to the Prime Minister providing very precise instruc-
tions to the French permanent representative in the case of South
Africa in 1985. But, in contrast to European affairs, where coordin-
ation comes through the Prime Minister’s office (specifically through
the Secretariat for inter-ministerial cooperation), coordination in UN
affairs is the responsibility of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

It is up to the Quai d’Orsay to be sure that the French position is
consistent within the different forums of the United Nations and over
time. Precedent is a powerful factor in UN politics, and abrupt
changes in policies only weaken the status of a state. The position
taken at a given moment must be consistent with earlier positions,
even when there has been a change in political leadership in the gov-
ernment. The instructions issued at the beginning of a General As-
sembly are illustrative: they are a collection of precedents, a verit-
able history of each item on the agenda. The Bureau for the United
Nations and International Organizations is the centre of information-
gathering and coordination. While France belongs to some 120 organ-
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izations, the Bureau follows the activities of some 90 with 20 staff
members. International organizations have multiplied and the num-
ber of conferences greatly expanded, but the staff has not been in-
creased for 20 years, remaining under the direction of an officer at
ambassadorial rank with a deputy director who, together, must keep
track of all the questions that involve the United Nations.

The UN Bureau acts as a liaison office between the ministry and
French delegations throughout the United Nations and the special-
ized agencies, especially administering both the mandatory and vol-
untary contributions to UN programmes. It is also the link between
the functional bureaux of the ministry (political affairs, of which it is
a part, legal affairs, economic affairs, and cultural affairs) and the geo-
graphic bureaux, receiving reports from all the missions, analysing
and transmitting them to other offices in the ministry, and then as-
sembling comments and reactions into new instructions. Certain sub-
jects, especially the periodic conferences of the major specialized
agencies, require lengthy and serious consultation. Most of the time
instructions must first be submitted to the secretary-general of the
ministry as well as to the minister’s office, if not to the minister him-
self. The presidential office at the Elysée, as we have noted, makes
the final decision only in the most difficult questions. Although the
system is rather cumbersome, it still works and assures both vertical
and horizontal coordination.

Generally the Bureau has no political influence, but neither is it
simply a post office. With the expertise that it can mobilize, it has
the task, together with the permanent missions, of finding the most
effective way to apply French policies, as defined by higher author-
ity, in order that they can be understood and supported at the United
Nations.

Decision-making varies according to the problem and its urgency.
In all cases, the permanent mission plays a key role in initiating and
executing policies. In continual contact with Paris, it keeps the gov-
ernment informed about what is happening at the United Nations,
presents its analysis of the stakes involved and of possible outcomes,
and makes recommendations on the positions that should be taken.
When questions are before the Security Council, they usually in-
volve highly political issues on which decisions must be made rap-
idly. Given the time difference, the permanent representative must
decide for himself what level of government needs to be consulted:
the secretary-general of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs? The minister
himself? The Prime Minister? The President? In seeking instruc-
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tions, the permanent representative may not recommend any particu-
lar position, but may still influence the decision by the views that he
expresses.

In the case of the General Assembly, ECOSOC, or UNCTAD,
there is less of a time factor and the process is somewhat different.
Before any session opens, positions on each item on the agenda are
prepared in Paris and assembled in a book of instructions that is
used by the delegates as a guide. At the same time, during the ses-
sion there are daily discussions with Paris when decisions are re-
viewed. Under the direction of the permanent representative, the
mission has a certain flexibility. Once the major parameters of policy
are clear, it has the latitude to choose the best way of following its
instructions in the situation that it faces. When it states that it is tak-
ing a position ‘‘without objection of the Department’’ (an abstention,
a joint move with a friendly delegation, an amendment or the re-
placement of one word for another, for example), its judgement is
generally accepted. To the extent that the government accords import-
ance to the impact that France makes at the United Nations, the per-
manent mission is in the best position to judge what move to make, a
capacity that is enhanced by the fact that the mission in New York is
recruited from among the most qualified and frequently the highest-
ranking members of the diplomatic service. Even General de Gaulle,
disdainful as he was of the United Nations, was careful to assign only
people of high quality to New York. The UN post is considered to be
one of the most prestigious, and the heads of the mission have been
diplomats of considerable experience who have enjoyed the confid-
ence of their ministers and whose advice has been closely heeded at
the Quai d’Orsay.

In the specialized agencies, the situation varies greatly. The status
of the permanent representative is less prestigious and delegates are
not always career diplomats; often their advice is heeded primarily
because of their expertise and personal qualities. They deal mainly
with technical questions as experts whose instructions come directly
from the relevant ministries and who are not fully under the control
of the mission chief. More recently, the kinds of issues dealt with in
Geneva (human rights, humanitarian aid, and refugee problems)
have been of special interest to France and the position of perma-
nent representative has taken on a new importance, with persons of
some distinction being appointed to the post.

As often happens to negotiators assigned to a permanent institu-
tion, the missions have a tendency to magnify the importance of the
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organization to which they are accredited. This attachment does not
result in their not following instructions, but it does lead them to
choose to continue discussion rather than ignore issues and to prefer
conciliation rather than confrontation. Maintaining a healthy climate
for negotiation and not becoming isolated are considered the primary
objectives of foreign policy. There is also a desire to be playing an
important role in the organization. More than others, those who are
engaged in multilateral diplomacy know that France does not hold a
permanent seat on the Security Council as a matter of divine right,
but must merit the privilege through positive action. The main lesson
from the experience of three or four years’ service with the perma-
nent mission is probably the conviction that benign neglect is the
worst of policies.

Because France is a permanent member of the Security Council,
the permanent mission considers that it must be represented at all
sessions and in all commissions in order to present French policy
and, at the same time, to be able to be involved in the always import-
ant ‘‘corridor diplomacy.’’ The head of the mission himself sits on
the Council, substituted only when absolutely necessary by his dep-
uty or chief counsel, and spends the bulk of his time on its official
consultations. For financial and economic questions, it has been the
custom since 1949 to assign a senior official of the Ministry of Fin-
ance to the permanent mission as economic adviser. Because of the
importance of this position, the incumbent has ambassadorial rank
and is assisted by a highly qualified economic attaché. Together with
four or five staff members, his group comprises a quite separate and
relatively independent unit that reports directly to the ambassador
who serves as permanent representative. The other members of the
mission sit on the various committees and commissions according to
their fields of specialization, together providing overall coverage of
the problems under discussion and maintaining contact with other
permanent missions and the UN Secretariat. The small number of
permanent staff, only about 20, does not always permit the mission
to be represented at all times on all subjects and additional staff are
sometimes sent out from Paris, especially when the General Assem-
bly is meeting.

The delegation to the General Assembly has a double function:
symbolic and technical. It demonstrates the interest of France in the
work of the United Nations and also reinforces the permanent mis-
sion in the daily committee assignments. There was a time when the
French delegation numbered 60–70, not that the work was greater
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but the costs were lower! For financial reasons, the number of del-
egates has been reduced to around 40. The head of the delegation is
always the Foreign Minister and the mix between political officers
and technical experts has varied. Under the Fourth Republic, the
character of the delegation was more political and symbolic than it is
now. Under the Fifth Republic, the delegation has become more
technical in make-up, with ministry officials and outside experts in
international affairs being appointed in order to mount the most ef-
fective representation possible. They work with the permanent mis-
sion, which is also part of the delegation, with members of the For-
eign Ministry’s UN Bureau who come to New York for part of the
Assembly and otherwise follow the discussions from Paris, and with
other specialists who might come from other ministries or from diplo-
matic posts abroad. The presence of members of the Parlement and
trade union leaders in the delegation is a concession to democracy
and essentially symbolic, with little practical effect.

The permanent mission works hard in what is a difficult assign-
ment. The custom is to send young professionals who are ambitious
and who, in an atmosphere that has something of a military charac-
ter and is very hierarchical, can learn to react quickly in perfect
French. It is not unusual to meet them later in high office in the min-
istries or assuming important responsibilities in the government.
Even though it is exacting, there is an excitement in working in New
York that is not to be missed. What is headier for a young diplomat
than to sit in the French seat and speak for his country in an interna-
tional conference? All those who have served in New York have fond
memories of the experience.

International consultation

No state can act alone at the United Nations. By its very nature, mul-
tilateral diplomacy involves a permanent search for collective posi-
tions. French activities at the United Nations are thus carried out
through several networks, of which the most important is certainly
the European one. Consultation among members of the European
Union takes up much of the time of the permanent missions and
cuts across every subject, whether or not it is strictly a matter of EU
concern. In Brussels, a UN group has been formed under the Euro-
pean Political Cooperation in order to coordinate the positions of
the 12 on the major problems of the organization, especially reform.
Inside the United Nations, the EU occupies a very special place,
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being the only group of countries that speaks with one voice on a
number of issues in the General Assembly or ECOSOC. Until 1991,
France’s stance was clear: its positions on the Security Council were
its alone and were not to be negotiated. Issues for the 12 and issues
for the Security Council were different matters. In spite of the wishes
of some European partners (the Netherlands, Italy), France agreed to
mutual information but not to concertation. Since the emergence of
the common foreign and security policy concept, France has had to
reverse its position. The Maastricht Treaty includes a clause that
specifies an obligation for the European permanent members to give
information to and to consult with the other EU countries.11 Now-
adays, France recognizes that its international influence is linked to
its capacity to secure the agreement of the other European states.

The French-speaking countries (the ‘‘francophonie’’) constitute the
second network within which France operates. The annual dinner of
the francophonie, which is hosted by the Foreign Minister during the
general debate, has become an institution. It is a network that is also
nourished by the personal relations that every French ambassador
cultivates with his counterparts, especially among the French-speak-
ing Africans. The special bilateral relations with the African states
are extended to the multilateral arenas. Immediately after independ-
ence, they developed links with France that have been beneficial in a
number of cases. For example, in the vote on New Caledonia, no
African state voted for the resolution presented by the countries of
the Pacific Forum and nine voted against the resolution alongside
the French,12 with the others abstaining or not voting. But, as we
have seen, it is rare for France to have to exert any special pressure
to be supported in the United Nations, the close relations with the
French-speaking Africans ensuring a reciprocal exchange of informa-
tion and views. France knows what is happening in the African group
and, more broadly, in the Group of 77.

The third network is the Western group, particularly in connection
with the work of the Commission on Disarmament and the special-
ized agencies. Here coordination goes on at three levels: among the
12, among the countries of the Atlantic Alliance, and in the ‘‘Barton
group’’ (named after a former Canadian diplomat), which brings to-
gether all of the Western countries. International consultation can, of
course, become an end in itself. It absorbs enormous amounts of time
and it is possible to lose sight of its ultimate purpose, which is to bring
about a balanced dialogue among the different political and regional
groups that coexist in the United Nations.
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The Gulf War gave shape to new and very influential informal
groups: the P3 (permanent three Western countries on the Security
Council) and the P5 (the five permanent members of the Security
Council). The permanent members began to meet regularly in in-
formal sessions away from speeches and posturing, and their work-
ing procedures were considerably modified. The P3 and P5 ambassa-
dors spend most of their time consulting among themselves and
negotiating resolution projects behind closed doors. Official meet-
ings are often reduced to public events designed to confirm a compro-
mise. The real work goes on during informal high-level consultations
in a small room that is a miniature of the Council hall, or even outside
the United Nations in a mission of the permanent members. Most of
the time, the United States takes the initiative in the P3, then France
and the United Kingdom react and help to shape the project to be
negotiated in the P5, which is then proposed to the non-permanent
members of the Security Council. This type of behaviour is quite am-
bivalent. On the one hand, it gives France the rank amongst the great
powers it yearns for; on the other hand, it can cut France off from its
usual networks in the third world and blur its former image of an in-
dependent go-between country.

Putting the United Nations to good use

Its position as a permanent member of the Security Council is one of
the major cards in French foreign policy, together with its nuclear cap-
ability, the strength of the economy, and the francophonie. The veto
power is important for France but mainly from a symbolic point of
view. Among the three Western members, France has used the veto
power least. Indeed, of the 17 times that France used the veto be-
tween 1946 and 1989, those that achieved their objectives were voted
in cooperation with the United States and the United Kingdom.13
The other negative votes had little effect: in neither the Indochinese
nor the mortifying Suez crisis, for example, did the French veto avoid
the very intervention by the United Nations that it had voted against.
The veto on the Comoros question in 1976 was only reluctantly exer-
cised by the French ambassador, who did everything possible to avoid
making it seem like a blunt refusal. In effect, what is a sign of a firm
stand by a great power is only a regrettable admission of defeat for a
middle power. It means that one is isolated and this is the worst thing
that can happen at the United Nations. For a state that has founded
its policy on good relations with the predominant forces (the United
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States and the Group of 77), it is difficult to bear the moral cost of
lonely opposition for any length of time. The main utility that the
veto has for France is to oppose any revision of the Charter that is
not in its interest. But, even here, France would feel great pressures
if it found itself, year after year, isolated in the General Assembly on
issues that it would have been the only state to veto in the Council.

If France holds on to its permanent seat on the Security Council, it
is because this permits it to express its policies as an equal with the
superpowers and means that it must be consulted on all questions.
This is important for a middle power that still has global interests.
France’s interest in the United Nations is linked to the activity of
the Security Council. The more the Council is active and effective,
the greater the interest of France. Otherwise, the United Nations be-
comes a forum, not to be neglected, but not of great concern.

Maintaining the peace

France’s concern about the prerogatives of the Security Council has
long led it to withhold support for the peace-keeping operations
that, in its view, have given too much responsibility to the Secretary-
General and encroached on the authority of member states. Espe-
cially critical of the Congo operation, France did not accept ‘‘substi-
tuting an international body for national authorities exercising their
prerogatives and fundamental responsibilities’’14 and refused to pay
the contribution assessed by the General Assembly for an operation
that was ‘‘in violation of the Charter.’’ After that, when operations
were established through normal procedures under the control of
the Security Council, France insisted on being precise about the man-
date, the chain of command, the financing, and the principal charac-
teristics of the force so as to avoid ‘‘leaving to other organs’’ the need
to apply the decisions of the Council.

This precaution has become needless. Secretaries-General have
been very cautious themselves and have not asked for broad man-
dates. On the contrary, they are careful not to act without the consent
of the major powers. Indeed, more than his predecessors, Pérez
de Cuéllar leaned on the permanent members of the Security Coun-
cil. Thanks to him, a number of successes came to the United Na-
tions, beginning in 1987 at a time when the credibility of the organ-
ization was eroding.

The end of the Cold War and the willingness of the major powers
to stop pursuing their rivalry through third world surrogates have
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transformed the facts of international competition and restored im-
portance to being a permanent member of the Security Council. Be-
fore that, France dreaded being faced with two extremes: one where
the Cold War led the two great powers to lean heavily on their allies
and the other where they agreed on a position and settled the prob-
lems of the world over the heads of their partners. Recourse to the
United Nations was a way out of this dilemma. Alone, France had
little weight in settling or containing contemporary regional con-
flicts. The stalemate over Namibia, for example, was broken only
when first the United States and then the Soviet Union began to
take a hand in the issue. Without the United Nations, France would
have been out of the picture, notwithstanding its interests in southern
Africa as evidenced by its increased relations with Mozambique,
Zimbabwe, and Angola since 1982.

Likewise, the Afghanistan question was dominated by the super-
powers, the Afghan factions, and Pakistan. France was very much
involved through humanitarian activities but, politically, had no influ-
ence on the major players outside the United Nations. In the Iran–
Iraq conflict, France was restrained by a somewhat dubious policy,
having supported Iraq against prudent financial and diplomatic ad-
vice and thus faced the collapse of a country that represented a se-
vere financial risk: the United Nations became almost the only way
to work for a settlement to the dispute. In two areas, however,
France could play a role in its own name: former Indochina and
Lebanon. Nevertheless, in both cases it has taken care to work with
the United Nations. The Paris conferences on Cambodia included
the permanent members of the Security Council and the Secretary-
General. French policies in Lebanon were always matched by intense
diplomatic activity in the United Nations.

Not all conflicts have to come before the United Nations. The for-
mer Secretary-General, Pérez de Cuéllar, himself recognized this
when he said: ‘‘There is a constant misunderstanding: some believe
that the United Nations wants exclusive authority over the solution
to every international problem. It’s not true. Certain problems need
a bilateral approach and others a regional solution . . . One should not
believe that the United Nations wants to take on all problems and,
even less, that the Secretary-General is such a masochist as to want
to be burdened with all these issues.’’15 Like most states, France
tries, where possible, to settle questions of peace and security that
concern it either alone or with its close allies. It turns to the United
Nations when it recognizes that no solution is possible without the
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combined pressure of the great powers on their respective allies or
when it does not hold the key itself and cannot have influence in the
region except through the United Nations.

French diplomacy on the Middle East is illustrative in this regard.
Not having taken a direct hand in attempts at settlement since 1967,
France has tried to take part by utilizing two possibilities offered by
the United Nations: using its position as a permanent member of the
Security Council to bring about consultation between the great
powers; and supporting the non-aligned states in the General Assem-
bly in putting pressure on American policy. At the time of the Six
Day War, General de Gaulle called for consultations among the four
(the five less China), only to have the proposal rejected by the United
States, despite an effort by U Thant to ease the project along. In
October 1973, irritated by seeing the United Nations transformed
into ‘‘a condominium plus the Secretary-General,’’16 France wanted
to take part in the new UN Emergency Force and reluctantly with-
drew only when the Americans refused. When François Mitterrand
came to office, he sought to renew French policy with a double object-
ive: to establish a new relationship between Israel and the PLO; and
to bring the Lebanese drama to an end. His bilateral initiatives – a
trip to Israel with a speech to the Knesset, and strengthening ties
with Egypt – were accompanied by intense multilateral activity. The
culmination was to deposit a joint French–Egyptian proposition, with
the support of Saudi Arabia, with the president of the Security Coun-
cil in July 1982. The resolution set out the principles for a compre-
hensive settlement of the Middle East conflict. It especially called
for the simultaneous and mutual recognition of Israel and the PLO
and the right of self-determination of the Palestinian people. Lack-
ing the agreement of the United States, the project was never put to
a vote. Officially the joint resolution was not withdrawn and, for two
years, the idea of resurrecting it came up at every summit meeting of
the French and Egyptians.

Throughout the 1980s, France defended the idea of an interna-
tional conference run by the United Nations in which the five perma-
nent members would participate. It was not heeded. Instead, the Mad-
rid Conference (October 1991) initiated a peace talks process under
the aegis of the United States outside the United Nations. Con-
sequently, France can only sit back and watch, together with the rest
of the European Union, waiting for the time to come when the
United Nations has to be solicited to bring about international guar-
antees for a durable settlement to the conflicts in the Middle East.
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In order to justify its position in the Security Council, France is
ready to pay a price that may be heavy. Its first experience with
peace-keeping was in 1978 when a French contingent was accepted
into the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL). There, France
took a considerable risk. Unlike the Korean conflict, which was a
classical war against a known enemy (to which France made a sym-
bolic contribution17), this operation did not have a truly military
character. It also differed from other peace-keeping operations by
being mounted without the agreement of the contesting parties.

UNIFIL had the task of intervening between hostile forces, achiev-
ing the retreat of the Israeli troops from southern Lebanon, and re-
storing the authority of the government of Lebanon. The ambiguity
of this mandate, dangerous on the ground and politically complex,
was underscored by a series of incidents that cost the lives of several
‘‘blue helmets,’’ including several French soldiers, and in which the
first commander of the French contingent was gravely wounded.

These risks, already considerable, were heightened by the way that
the media referred to French participation: ‘‘French intervention in
Lebanon’’ and ‘‘French forces in Lebanon’’ could be read and heard
everywhere in France in April 1978. Without any doubt, turning the
UN force into an essentially French operation would have redounded
to the credit of France had UNIFIL been able to fulfil its mission,
deployed its forces effectively, and restored the authority of the Leba-
nese government. Instead it was the wounded and dead soldiers that
brought home the actual conditions under which the French forces
served the United Nations. This disturbing realization contrasted
with the extreme prudence of the permanent mission in New York,
always careful to insist on the temporary and limited character of
the operation and on the need to re-examine its mission periodically
and revise its composition.

The failure of UNIFIL (now up to 6,000 men) to oppose the inva-
sion by Israel in June 1982 raised doubts about this kind of force. At
the same time, the success of the multilateral force and observers
(MFO) in the Sinai since April of that year led some to think of
‘‘maintaining the peace without the UN’’18 but with forces deployed
by countries from the same political group. France participated mod-
estly in the MFO and, on two occasions, sent forces to Beirut under a
multilateral force with the United States and Italy. If France were
thus to become involved, not with the United Nations but with the
United States (and others, like Italy), it would not be without having
tried to draw in the world organization.
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A first non-UN multilateral force arrived in Beirut on 21 August to
be made up of 800 American, 800 French, and 400 Italian troops. The
French contingent was actually 867 men, supported by a naval force
of some 2,500. The multilateral force had three objectives: to oversee
the withdrawal of Palestinian and Syrian fighters (numbering some
15,000); to protect the inhabitants of Beirut; and to restore the Leb-
anese government. Only the first of these was achieved. Expected to
stay in place for 30 days, the force was withdrawn after three weeks,
leaving a dangerous void in a troubled country: the assassination of
Bechir Gemayel on 14 September; the entry of Israeli forces into
West Beirut on the 15th; and the attacks against Sabra and Chatila
by the Phalangist militia in the days that followed. In the meanwhile,
the United Nations was powerless; the presence of a group of obser-
vers from the UN Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO) was the
only sign of the international community.19

As the situation in Beirut deteriorated, the Secretary-General con-
sidered an extension of UNIFIL’s mandate in order to send 2,000
men to Beirut. But Israel was opposed and Lebanon had no confid-
ence in any such move, both preferring action by the United States
rather than the United Nations. Although France greatly preferred
the UNIFIL option, it agreed once again to join the Americans and
the Italians in organizing what was now called the Multilateral Secur-
ity Force for Beirut (MSFB). Of the other countries approached to
participate, none responded.20 This second force arrived in Beirut
on 24 September 1982 and withdrew in March 1984, the French
being the first to arrive and the last to leave. The force suffered two
devastating attacks, losing 262 Americans and 92 French troops. The
situation in Beirut continued to deteriorate.

There is no point in comparing the multinational force with United
Nations units, whether it involves their mandates, their methods of
operation, their potential, or their results.21 What we should recall is
that France always preferred a UN force to the MSFB and joined the
United States-led effort only because it felt that it would have been
humiliating to have refused. Not only was France relegated to second
rank politically, but the negotiations between Israel and Lebanon
were under the exclusive auspices of the United States. At the same
time, quiet offers by France to provide good offices between
the Lebanon factions did not get off the ground and French negoti-
ators on the spot were handicapped by set-backs that were not of
their making. After a last attempt to get the Security Council to call
for a cease-fire and create a UN force in Beirut, France had to draw
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what lessons it could from the set-backs it suffered and from its own
weakness in the situation. The withdrawal of the French contingent
began on 15 March 1984, a month after the Americans.

The day that this withdrawal was completed, the first French
‘‘white helmets’’ arrived as observers in Beirut at the request of Pres-
ident Gemayel following the inter-Lebanese conference in Lau-
sanne.22 Like many others who came before them, the French obser-
vers would prove how difficult it was for foreigners to insert
themselves between the warring parties in a civil conflict without
being suspected of favouring one side or the other and finishing up
by gaining the enmity of them all. In 1985, the French in Lebanon
were the victims of a wave of murders and kidnappings. The members
of the observer team became the target of the rival militias, with eight
military men killed and nine civilians taken hostage and no sign of
any kind of national reconciliation. There was little justification for
further French involvement and, the day after the French legislative
elections, the observer team was dissolved. On 25 April, moreover,
France asked the United Nations to release the 11 French officers
who were serving in Lebanon with the UNTSO. This left the ques-
tion of UNIFIL, since the worsening of the situation in Beirut was
extended to southern Lebanon where there was an outbreak of
Muslim extremism and a rapid deterioration in the overall atmos-
phere.

Accused by the Hezbollah of spying for Israel, UNIFIL faced a
multiplying series of threatening incidents. In the Security Council,
France was reluctant to renew, for the 19th time, ‘‘almost automatic-
ally the mandate of the force for six months.’’ France’s contingent,
which was the largest (1,380 soldiers) and the most important in
terms of logistics, would be difficult to replace. Still, a serious incid-
ent between the French contingent and the Amahl movement (11
August 1986), followed by a bombing of the French positions and a
series of assassination attempts against French soldiers, led Paris to
protest against the conditions under which its troops had to carry
out their mission. French withdrawal from UNIFIL became a real
possibility. In a tone that had not been used before, the new Prime
Minister, Jacques Chirac, harshly criticized the United Nations:
‘‘Our soldiers are courageous and obey an organization that, unfortu-
nately, is not up to the responsibilities that it claims to assume.’’23
For his part, President Mitterrand urged the Secretary-General to
do everything possible to prevent a repetition of the confrontations
that had led to the dead and wounded.24 In the Security Council, on
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22 September, France raised the question that was at the heart of the
matter, the withdrawal of Israel, in proposing a resolution that would
have asked the Secretary-General ‘‘to take the necessary steps to de-
ploy UNIFIL to the international boundary of Lebanon.’’ The United
States, however, had no intention of permitting the resolution to pass
and it remained, like many others, on the shelf. On 24 November, the
United Nations announced that the French contingent would be re-
duced to 520, a smaller reduction than Paris was ready to accept.
None the less, it was said at UN headquarters that, ‘‘if necessary,
UNIFIL will live without the French.’’ And live it does, with France
participating at about the level of other contributors. Still, France is
the only permanent member of the Security Council among them
and this, together with the operational capability of its troops, gives
it a certain influence in the force.25

Since 1986, the situation in Lebanon has gone from bad to worse,
reaching a state of chaos by the summer of 1989 as Beirut was des-
troyed stone by stone. Of all the Western countries, France has been
the most vigorous in raising the question and the most active in pro-
viding humanitarian and military assistance and in trying to mobilize
the European states, the United States, and the entire international
community. Meeting at France’s request on 24 April 1989, the Secur-
ity Council called for a cease-fire and instructed the Secretary-
General ‘‘to make every contact that he could’’ to put an end to the
divisiveness in Lebanon. And in August, France participated in an-
other Council call for a cease-fire and new efforts by the Secretary-
General under Article 99 of the Charter. By mid-September there
was talk of a possible renewal of conciliation by a group of Arab
states and that France and the Soviet Union would participate in a
‘‘commission for the supervision of a truce and arms embargo’’
under UN auspices. But Lebanon has been the subject of any num-
ber of diplomatic developments that have come to nought.

This first experience embodied all the hopes and contradictions, all
the possibilities and limits of maintaining peace through the United
Nations. Since this precedent, France has been engaged in several of
the most dangerous peace-keeping operations. In 1993, it provided
one-sixth of the UN forces: more than 5,000 soldiers in former Yugo-
slavia; 1,500 in Cambodia; 1,100 in Somalia; 440 in Lebanon. French
blue helmets could be found in Salvador, the Western Sahara, Iraq,
Jerusalem.26 The total number, 9,500 men, puts France well ahead
of the other permanent five: 4,500 Americans (mainly in Somalia),
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3,265 British, 1,000 Russians (in former Yugoslavia), 500 Chinese
(in Cambodia). For the first time in the United Nations’ history (ex-
cept in Cyprus in 1964) the command of peace-keeping forces has
been given to a permanent member of the Security Council: French
General Jean Cot commands the 23,000 strong UN force in Bosnia.
At the UN headquarters France has a strong and influential military
presence.

France can be proud of what is a diplomatic success and a recogni-
tion of its importance. But the human and financial burden is heavy.
Several French blue helmets have been killed or seriously wounded
in Bosnia and Croatia. The strains on the defence capabilities and
budget have come to a climax beyond which France cannot go further.

In 1993 a very critical parliamentary report stressed that the cost of
operations in the former Yugoslavia had increased fourfold in one
year and the cost of French external actions had doubled. The
French commitment in UN peace-keeping was not criticized in itself
but the report expressed concern about a sort of uncontrolled spiral
that gave France an endless general vocation to intervene every-
where the United Nations or the United States happened to be inter-
ested in.

The chances are that the United Nations and the P3 will come out
of the war in Bosnia badly bruised. Again France has been the most
vigorous in raising the question from a humanitarian point of view,
and the most active in providing humanitarian and military assist-
ance and in trying to mobilize the European states, the United
States, and the entire international community. But humanitarian
aid without political commitment sustained by military decisions has
proved to be a trap. This raises the question of how far the United
Nations can go in monitoring a new kind of security system.

The UN Secretary-General’s 1992 report, An Agenda for Peace,
raises the question of peace-keeping and peace enforcement. France
was the first permanent member to respond. It has welcomed the idea
of ‘‘preventive diplomacy’’ contained in Mr. Boutros-Ghali’s report,
which involves the capacity to identify and draw attention to nascent
conflicts and the resort to traditional methods of peaceful settlement
of conflicts: arbitration, mediation, and so on. This suits France’s
legal and political culture: France has proposed those methods inside
the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe. As far as
UN military capabilities are concerned, France has declared itself to
be prepared to train and maintain permanent troops at the United
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Nations’ disposal. But the problem is: should expanded expectations
of the United Nations’ peace-keeping role be encouraged or have
they already been extended beyond what is realistically feasible?

North–South relations

In addition to the opportunities that the United Nations offers in the
field of peace and security, France has a second major interest in the
United Nations: it is the only place where the rich and poor meet on a
continuing basis under conditions of equality. It is there that the
Group of 77 pursue their major policy objectives and receive at least
a semblance of consideration. Seeking to play a major role in North–
South relations, France cannot be indifferent to a system that the
third world so values.27 For this reason, even if they might share the
complaints of some Americans, the French cannot say: ‘‘A world
without the UN would be a better world.’’28 Instead, France tried to
serve as an intermediary between the developing and the industrial-
ized countries.

That role was easier at the United Nations in the 1960s and 1970s
than in the 1980s. There was a certain reality to the North–South dia-
logue and to the contribution of multilateral diplomacy. France took
a different line than did the other major Western countries – the
United States, the United Kingdom, and West Germany. Given its
mixed economy and long experience with the organization of agricul-
tural markets, France had no preconceived fixation with the concept
of free markets. More than the others, it was ready to accept state in-
tervention in the economy and understood the need to compensate
for market failure. This was a major thrust in its policies as pursued
by representatives who had a deep interest in the issues and strongly
believed in the approach they advocated.

The tactic was to emphasize French policies that corresponded to
the demands of the third world: to support proposals to organize
commodity markets, for example, but to take cover behind the EU
on those issues that were highly contested, like protectionism, and to
let the Western delegations that were taking the toughest line – the
United States, the United Kingdom, and West Germany – lead the
fight when it meant confrontation on fundamentals. During the en-
tire debate over the NIEO and global negotiations, this approach
permitted France to play a more important role than its economic
position might otherwise have justified. It was able to serve as a go-
between with, on the one side, the developing countries that were
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demanding a revolution in international exchange and, on the other,
the industrialized states that totally rejected the terminology of the
NIEO.

There were limits, however, to this role of conciliation since French
interests coincided more often with those of the West than with those
of the third world. On issues that involved sharing power, France re-
mained élitist: it willingly admitted that the South should participate
in drawing up a new system of international regulation, but rejected a
redistribution of power in areas where it enjoyed certain privileges,
such as the Security Council, of course, but also the International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank. Minor adjustments caused no
such problem (e.g. creating the Committee of 20 in the IMF and the
Committee on Development in the Bank). At the same time, France
had few ways of gaining support for those of its policies that co-
incided with the position of the developing countries. On regulating
commodity markets, in particular, it could not get the approval of
other Western delegations. It played a key role in UNCTAD IV on
the adoption of the Integrated Programme for Commodities (the fam-
ous Resolution 93 of 30 May 1976) and the creation of the Common
Fund. None the less, not only were the new agreements on commod-
ities never concluded, but those that existed when Resolution 93
passed only barely survived when they did not collapse altogether.
France continued to defend the agreements commodity by commod-
ity, but its efforts were in vain.

In contrast with other developed countries, France remains con-
vinced that there can be no durable international order unless the
countries of the third world have a role in defining the rules. For
some 10 years, it has insisted on the need for ‘‘dialogue’’ and sup-
ported the idea of ‘‘global negotiations.’’ But its scope for action
was constantly reduced. As long as the major powers were willing to
be engaged in multilateral diplomacy, France found the United Na-
tions a forum in which to take a high moral position, at least in words
and manner in the absence of action. But the progressive stalemate in
the United Nations on matters of economic relations deprived France
of a setting in which to pursue its policies.

ECOSOC is paralysed and if UNCTAD is valued it is more be-
cause of the work of the secretariat than what negotiations have pro-
duced. The important subjects are discussed elsewhere: trade at
GATT and the debt problem at the IMF and the World Bank, with
both institutions ignoring what happens at the United Nations. In
New York, the Second Committee spends months negotiating a text
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on the debt question and votes. Washington shrugs – and France
keeps a low profile. There is no longer the same enthusiasm for en-
gaging in debate as there was in the 1970s. No one believes that it
matters and the atmosphere is gloomy.

Like other states, France mainly pursues its North–South policy
outside the United Nations. In development assistance, for example,
France channels 27 per cent of its total aid through multilateral agen-
cies. But the majority is through the European Union and the pro-
grammes of the IMF and the World Bank, only 12 per cent being
contributed to UN agencies. France is ranked only eleventh in contri-
butions to the UN Development Programme (UNDP). French con-
tributions to the United Nations for development assistance are
managed through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, with the major
part going to UNDP (about 50 per cent), UNICEF and the World
Food Programme (about 4 per cent each), and the rest spread around
a number of different agencies and programmes.

Not without political purpose in mind, France provided a major
contribution to the International Fund for Agricultural Develop-
ment just when American interest was lagging. Long reluctant to see
new funds created, by the late 1970s France began to reconsider its
position when they permitted shifting a major part of its assistance
to Africa. This approach showed up in its concern for the least devel-
oped countries (LDCs) more generally, in the special programmes for
Africa created by the World Bank, and by twice hosting a conference
on LDCs in Paris (1981 and 1990). What France sought to do was to
mobilize the international community to give priority to countries
that were linked to France and that counted among the least devel-
oped. It defended the cause of the LDCs throughout the United Na-
tions, including the Commission on Human Rights, at the risk of
being accused of favouring one particular group and of splitting the
third world. The special session of the United Nations on Africa in
1986 was, from this point of view, very critical. For the first time,
North–South negotiations were approached on a regional basis. The
last bastion of unity among the countries of the South began to fall.

Ever since the illusions of the NIEO were dissipated and the
North–South dialogue stuck in a stalemate, the problems of develop-
ment have been treated separately. Commodities, the debt problem,
trade, and transfer of technology are all discussed in separate set-
tings, even though they are clearly related. François Mitterrand is
one of the few Western heads of state who continues to advocate a
North–South dialogue and tries to unite the rich and the poor coun-
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tries at summit meetings, but without response. Politically, the South
is no longer an organized force, no country having replaced Algeria
in the role it played in the 1970s in rallying the third world behind
the NIEO. Focused on their own domestic difficulties, the develop-
ing countries no longer accept North–South as a framework for their
foreign policy. Their responsible officials – in matters of finance, the
economy, and planning – spend most of their time travelling between
Washington, London, Tokyo, and Paris trying to deal with immediate
problems. Their diplomats, often far from their capitals for long
periods of time and far from the realities being faced at home, follow
a dying debate at the United Nations with speeches that are more and
more abstract. France, meanwhile, persists in arguing that a stable
order cannot be based on the domination of some over others and
looks for opportunities where the world community can be mobil-
ized to come to the aid of the poorest, cases like flooding in Bangla-
desh and the desert locust plague in the Sahel.

There is also the UN Development Programme, which is becoming
increasingly important and increasingly interesting for France. It
increasingly acts like the World Bank, more and more assuming direct
control over projects that were formerly managed by the specialized
agencies, especially those administered by UNESCO. Until now,
France, like the United States and the major European countries,
has encouraged this trend rather than slowed it down. Generally,
the continuing concern for European cooperation has taken prece-
dence over a specific French position. The government’s positions at
the United Nations follow the common approach that can be found
among members of the European Union. On fundamental issues,
France differs little from Germany and the United Kingdom. In its
approach to North–South relations, as in its domestic economic poli-
cies, France has returned to the fold.

Managing interdependence

When new world problems emerge that require collective action,
France does not first turn to the United Nations. One example is the
case of the environment, not necessarily a new problem, but one to
which France was somewhat late in responding. The subject took on
political salience in the late 1980s when it became necessary to re-
spond to ecological groups that were organizing their efforts. Without
taking into account the fact that the United Nations had already es-
tablished an Environment Programme (UNEP) and been involved
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for some years in problems of the biosphere or that it had been gen-
eral policy not to encourage the creation of new organs and new
funds, and without consulting the Quai d’Orsay or the Ministry of
the Environment, the Prime Minister, with two other heads of gov-
ernment, called for an international conference on protection of the
atmosphere.29 The purpose was to invite every country on the planet
to establish an ‘‘international high authority’’ to which states would
delegate sovereign powers. Because of the reaction from the minis-
try, the United Nations, and several other governments, the project
was trimmed down to recognize existing institutions, and the final
statement that emerged from the subsequent conference in the
Hague spoke only vaguely of setting up, ‘‘in the framework of the
United Nations, a new international authority by strengthening exist-
ing institutions or by establishing a new institution.’’

The story is illustrative on several counts. One is the perception
that political leaders have of the United Nations: you do not go to
the United Nations if you want swift action and wish to take a dra-
matic initiative; just another declaration in just another meeting has
no effect. The way to advance matters is through an ad hoc confer-
ence at the level of the summit! But more seriously, if you want to
give a push to what is going on at the United Nations, it must come
from outside, since the system cannot be invigorated from within.
From the viewpoint of French policy, what France has to offer is a
set of procedures for stimulating that process. The Conference on In-
ternational Economic Cooperation (CIEC), the G7 summits, and the
Council of the European Communities were all French initiatives,
each designed to give new stimulus to an issue or problem that was
going nowhere; the North–South dialogue in the case of the CIEC,
cooperation on the monetary problem in the case of the G7, and a
new impulse for the European Communities in the case of the EC
Council. Two assumptions lay behind these initiatives: the import-
ance of having political leaders rather than ‘‘technicians’’ take the
matter in hand; and the advantage of dealing with an issue in a small
assembly of concerned participants rather than a universal forum.
The Hague Conference followed this reasoning. A cross-section rep-
resenting the countries of the world were brought together to brain
storm what major directions could lead, over time, to a new organiza-
tion of the world community. It is not unlike the model that Maurice
Bertrand has suggested for the reform of ECOSOC.30

For France, as for other states, there are two kinds of situations. In
one, there is a common interest in a world problem so that inter-
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dependence can be managed through functional institutions, espe-
cially those that are highly technical such as the World Health Organ-
ization and the Universal Postal Union. In the other, there is no
agreed-on common interest, which still needs to be negotiated and
which France prefers to deal with within a workable framework that
may not necessarily be universal. In the case of Antarctica, for ex-
ample, France is resolutely opposed to opening up the negotiations
to states that were not parties to the Treaty of 1959.

Of all the limited groups, the G7 seems to be the most effective.
There, interdependence is managed among the advanced industrial-
ized countries, including issues like monetary policy and the interna-
tional debt that are key factors in North–South relations. France does
not weigh in as heavily as the United States, Japan, and Germany, the
framework not being particularly conducive to the ‘‘declaratory’’ dip-
lomacy that France often indulges in to compensate for its relative
weakness. For that matter, the G7 is more like a directorate of the
rich countries that take it on themselves to decide on problems that
affect everyone. France is left to try to find complementary forums
where it has a wider margin of manoeuvre. The Hague Conference
is an example where France showed its preference for a ‘‘represent-
ative cross-section’’ rather than the ideal of the world community.

Is the choice of the United Nations as a preferred forum related to
the importance that is given to the developing countries? When it is
not completely necessary to negotiate with all members of the Group
of 77, the United Nations has only a residual function. On the other
hand, when it is necessary to make it clear to all of them where mat-
ters stand, or to gain their support for healing fissures in the interna-
tional system or for new legal obligations (such as the protection of
the ozone layer or the fight against drugs or human rights), the
United Nations once again becomes an essential centre for co-
operation and collective action.

Conclusion: Reform with mirrors

The actual problem of the United Nations (what some have called a
‘‘crisis’’) is, in truth, a problem in North–South relations, however
much the United States sees it otherwise in emphasizing the ‘‘politi-
cization’’ and ‘‘bureaucratization’’ of the system. It has a unique char-
acter, even though there have always been problems in the United
Nations, if not crises. In 1947, when the collective security system
was paralysed by the Cold War, wasn’t it a crisis? In 1950, when the
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UN flag was entrusted to an American General (MacArthur), wasn’t
it a crisis? In 1953, when FBI agents penetrated the UN building to
take the fingerprints of American staff members, when the United
Nations sanctioned the suspicions, and the Secretary-General’s legal
counsel found that he could not live with the role that he was forced
to play and committed suicide, wasn’t it a crisis? The United Nations
had become the instrument of one superpower against the other.

In 1960–1961, when a permanent member of the Security Council
insulted the Secretary-General and demanded that he be replaced by
a ‘‘troika,’’ when UN soldiers were fighting and dying without the ap-
proval of the majority of member states, when the Secretary-General
disappeared in circumstances never fully made clear, leaving the
United Nations in a state of suspension, wasn’t it a crisis? Remember
also how impossible it was to open the 19th session of the General
Assembly in 1964, how the Secretary-General was accused of being
responsible for the withdrawal of the UN Emergency Force and the
outbreak of the Six Day War in 1967, and the broad criticism of the
system by the Jackson Report in 1969. Reread the annual reports of
U Thant, with their long and bitter complaints and their inventory of
the weaknesses of the organization and the failure of member states
to meet their obligations. It has been clear for a long time that the
United Nations has been in grave difficulty.

At the same time, the largest contributor accommodated itself to
the organization so long as it could command a majority and avoid
embarrassing questions being put on the agenda, like, for example,
the Viet Nam War. Everything began to change in the 1970s when
the United States realized that it had definitely lost its majority. It
began to lose interest in the organization, but in a most destructive
way. Instead of defending its position, arguing its case, and exerting
pressure, it practised a policy of ‘‘benign neglect,’’ leaving the G77
with the illusion of having the power to say and do what they wished
in the organization. And, when the United States turned once again
to the United Nations, it was to try to break those parts where the
third world existed as a political force: withdrawal from UNESCO,
attacks on UNCTAD and FAO, and unilateral reduction of the
American contribution to the UN budget, arguing that the one
state–one vote system did not give major contributors the weight
that was commensurate with their financial support.31 It was at that
point that some spoke of a ‘‘crisis’’ and of the need for ‘‘reform.’’
But what was really the problem?

‘‘Reform’’ meant different things to different people – whether one
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spoke to outside experts or member states, to the West or the G77, to
specialists at economic meetings or delegates to political meetings.
Only outside observers were asking meaningful questions about the
conditions that had to be met if the United Nations was to become
more effective.32 Starting with the same analysis about the maladmin-
istration of the system, there were those who proposed reforms that
were essentially managerial and budgetary33 and others who went
further and felt that the time had come for a complete restructuring
of the economic and social sector.34 But, within the organization,
there was a single important question: what had to be done to over-
come the hostility of the United States to the United Nations and to
get past the prospect of financial insolvency?

The issue of reform became less significant and, by 1987, became
little more than a matter of budget procedures. At the same time,
the firmness of the United States began to produce some results: the
atmosphere at the General Assembly became more cooperative, the
attacks against the West were less common, and UNCTAD VII was
conducted relatively calmly. But above all, the new Soviet diplomacy
modified the climate at the United Nations – in supporting progress
in settling several regional conflicts and showing new interest in
peace-keeping operations, the Court of International Justice, and
the Common Fund for Commodities, among other issues. The
United States also began to take a more conciliatory position, the
Bush administration seeking to deflect the anti-United Nations offens-
ive that had imprudently been encouraged by his predecessor. No
more was needed to turn the tempest of reform into a gentle wind.

During the tempest, however, the West had obtained greater rig-
our in financial procedures, a tightening of the budget process, and
recognition of the practice of consensus in the Committee for Pro-
gramme and Coordination. The G77 had vainly tried a diversionary
move by resurrecting Resolution 32/197, which, 10 years earlier, had
related restructuring to the NIEO. Trying to revive the North–South
dialogue and to relaunch their earlier demands on the distribution of
economic and financial power, they proposed that ECOSOC become
universal and that the scope of its responsibilities be expanded.

Every time the question of reform comes up, France shudders. So
long as it is limited to the administrative and financial functions of the
United Nations, France is in favour of reform. This is something that
has always interested the French. In the First Committee and in the
Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions,
where France’s representatives are usually technicians rather than
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political types, it always praised tight procedures and worked for the
rationalization of the budget process. It wholeheartedly supported
Resolution 41/213 to strengthen the planning, programming, and
budget methods. In contrast, it shied away from the question that re-
lated to restructuring the intergovernmental mechanism in the eco-
nomic and social sectors in implementation of recommendation 8 of
the Group of 18.

The earlier increase in seats on the Security Council and ECOSOC
came after the entry of new members and the need to ensure that the
principal organs reflected the overall composition of the membership.
It was ratified only reluctantly by the French Parlement. Universaliz-
ing ECOSOC would be a reform of a different kind, a true modifica-
tion of the Charter rather than a simple adjustment. France fears that
such a move could break the taboo of the Charter as a ‘‘sacred text’’
and open a Pandora’s box that could one day bring into question the
privileged position of permanent members of the Security Council.
At the same time, it is not happy about having to oppose a demand
from the G77 with its unpredictable political costs. It has thus con-
fined itself to technical arguments in emphasizing, not without rea-
son, that the overlapping between ECOSOC and the Second and
Third Committees of the General Assembly confuses the balance be-
tween the two organs without enhancing the effectiveness of the orga-
nization.

For the moment, the discussion is at a stalemate: the Special Com-
mission has been dissolved by the General Assembly and the
Secretary-General is in the process of summarizing the views of mem-
ber states – so it is business as usual. France has come out in favour of
revitalizing ECOSOC and, in general, giving it greater powers. In the
immediate, however, its concerns are quite precise: to avoid any com-
bining of ECOSOC sessions that would cancel the annual session in
the French-speaking city of Geneva; and to be sure that any reduc-
tion in the number of ECOSOC subsidiary organs did not affect
those to which France gives priority, the Commission on Human
Rights in particular. All in all, France’s ambition for reform does not
go very far!

The question of enlarging the Security Council is a far more import-
ant challenge. Since the suggestion that the EU be given a seat has
been dropped, France is officially pretending not to be worried about
reforming and expanding the Security Council. The candidacies of
Japan and Germany for a permanent seat by 1995, supported by the
Clinton administration, have not given rise to open resistance and bit-
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terness in France. As long as the status of the existing five permanent
members remains unaltered, France does not overtly object to a re-
form. It claims to be ready to consider an enlargement (from 15 to
20 or 25) that would include both new permanent members and rotat-
ing members. But France is very cautious about who should have the
veto power. It is clear that it will not accept a change in membership
that would mean a diminished status for France in the United Nations
and on the world stage. Whatever the political majority in power, no
French parliament would allow ratification of such an amendment to
the Charter. For the time being France is taking a ‘‘wait and see’’
stand. It is counting on multiple obstacles to delay any significant
change in the composition of the Security Council, especially the con-
tention between several third world nations for additional seats
alongside Japan and Germany, uncertainties about future Russian
diplomacy, and American interest in not fundamentally changing a
UN body in which the United Nations no longer has any rival.
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6

Japan’s policy towards the
United Nations

Sadako Ogata

Introduction

Thirty years after its admission, Japan began to show a new activism
in the United Nations. The 1980s marked Japan’s rapid rise as a ma-
jor contributor to the UN system. In terms of both assessed as well as
voluntary contributions, Japan became the second-largest contributor
after the United States. Japan also came to show strong interest in the
management of the organization and took the initiative to set up a
Group of High-Level Intergovernmental Experts to examine ways
to improve the United Nations’ administrative and financial situ-
ation. Since then the reform and reinforcement of the United Nations
system have become a priority concern in Japan’s UN policy. Japan
finds that only a well-run United Nations can maintain a wide range
of support not only internationally but also at home.

On several other fronts too Japan has taken a series of initiatives in
the last few years. Of particular significance may be Japan’s support
for the strengthening of the peace and security functions of the
United Nations. Japan collaborated with five Western states, and suc-
cessfully promoted the adoption of the Declaration on the Prevention
and Removal of Disputes and Situations Which May Threaten Inter-
national Peace and Security and on the Role of the United Nations in
This Field by the 43rd session of the General Assembly in 1988. The
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main thrust of this declaration is to enable the United Nations to pre-
vent the emergence or aggravation of disputes or situations. At the
operational level, Japan provided special funds to help expedite
peace-keeping activities in Afghanistan, Iran, and Iraq. It also dis-
patched teams to monitor elections in Namibia and Nicaragua. On
the humanitarian front, Japan has also taken an increasingly active
part. By providing assistance to the Indo-Chinese refugees, Japan be-
came a major supporter of the UN refugee programme in the 1980s.
It also participated in mobilizing the UN emergency support to
Africa and served as the coordinator in drawing up the Declaration
on the Critical Economic Situation in Africa, which was adopted at
the 39th session of the General Assembly in 1984. Since then, Japan
has continued its interest in alleviating and preventing natural disas-
ters. Together with Morocco, at the 42nd session of the General As-
sembly, it proposed to designate the 1990s as the International Dec-
ade for Natural Disaster Reduction, a move that received consensus
support.

Japan’s recent involvements in the United Nations display an activ-
ism that was not apparent in previous decades. The purpose of this
study is, first, to outline the trends in the historical position of Japan
in the United Nations; second, to analyse Japan’s policy towards the
United Nations in light of its overall foreign policy; and third, to re-
late its UN policy to domestic factors. In identifying both the external
and internal factors that constrain Japan’s positions and activities,
the study attempts to present a general framework of the decision-
making structure underlying Japan’s UN policy and to predict the
future course that Japan will take in the United Nations.

Historical trends

Trends in the historical position of Japan with regard to the United
Nations can be divided into three distinct periods. The first period
covers the time from Japan’s entry into the United Nations in 1956
to the end of the 1960s. The main characteristics of Japan’s policy
during this period were to gain international recognition in the
United Nations through representation in the various forums, and to
concentrate on a few selective items of importance, namely, Chinese
representation and the Korean unification questions. Politically, Ja-
pan was able to attain its policy objectives relatively easily through
reliance on its close relations with the United States. The second
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period extends through the 1970s, during which resource nationalism
of the developing countries set the agenda for UN policies. Japan
underwent painful adjustments and revised its Middle East policy in
the United Nations. It moved much closer to the Arab positions on
the Middle East, although it maintained a common front with the in-
dustrialized Western countries on North–South issues. The third per-
iod coincides with the 1980s, in which Japan took greater initiatives
and played larger roles. Since the period was marked by a financial
crisis caused largely by American withdrawal of support for the
United Nations, Japan found itself assuming an intermediary role.
Its proposal to reform and restructure the administrative and finan-
cial system of the United Nations was an outcome of the particular
position it came to occupy in the United Nations as a major contribu-
tor basically supporting the system.

It is interesting to note that these three periods reflect the growing
pattern of Japan’s overall foreign policy. The first period, which was
marked by Japan’s exclusive concern with Asian problems, coincides
with the period in which its main foreign policy efforts were directed
towards the consolidation of relations with neighbouring Asian coun-
tries. The San Francisco Peace Conference of 1951 did not restore
Japan’s diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union, the People’s Re-
public of China, the Republic of Korea, and the Democratic Republic
of Korea. The United Nations became a strategic battleground in the
development of relations with these countries in the midst of the Cold
War era. The second period came in the wake of the 1973 oil crisis.
Japan’s main foreign policy goal was to strengthen its relations with
the oil-producing countries of the Middle East and to establish
friendly relations with all resource-rich developing countries. The
United Nations was the forum in which Japan found itself torn be-
tween the need to demonstrate its support for the strong political
causes of the resource-rich countries, particularly the Middle East,
and the need to adhere to the interests of the Western industrial
states. By the third period of the 1980s, Japan’s economic activities
had already become global. The multilateral diplomacy in the
United Nations provided a new outlet for Japan’s expanding bilat-
eral relations. Africa began to loom large in Japan’s UN activities,
since Japan mobilized efforts in the United Nations to respond to
the famine-stricken needs of African nations. Japan’s UN initiatives,
whether in development assistance or disaster relief, began to reflect
its growing global perspective and interest.
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First period: The 1950s and 1960s

Turning to a more detailed examination of the evolution of Japan’s
policy, it is important to recall the high expectations and enthusiasm
with which Japan joined the United Nations in 1956. To the Japanese
people, who had been isolated for some time following defeat in
World War II, the admission symbolized a return to the international
community. Aside from membership itself, Japan’s single most
important objective in joining the United Nations was to help guaran-
tee its national security. At the time, such a guarantee was considered
particularly important, because Japan, under its post-war constitu-
tion, had abolished armaments and renounced the right of belliger-
ence. Although a degree of de facto rearmament took place with the
build-up of the Self-Defence Forces, the security treaty with the
United States was politically divisive. Relying on the United Nations
to guarantee Japan’s security had the advantage of appealing to a
wider public that cut across those who were in support of allying
with the United States as well as those who favoured a more neutral-
ist course. The UN enforcement activities in Korea under the United
States Command, consisting of 250,000 American troops and 26,000
soldiers from 15 member states, seemed to prove that the United Na-
tions in fact provided a functioning collective security system.

After the voting that approved Japan’s membership, Foreign Min-
ister Mamoru Shigemitsu made the following statement, which clearly
reflected the national sentiment at the time:

We have determined to preserve our security and existence, trusting in the
justice and faith of peace-loving peoples of the world. We desire to occupy
an honored place in an international society striving for the preservation of
peace. Japan is gratified that, together with the maintenance of peace, the
United Nations places great importance on humanitarianism. It has taken
up the problem of disarmament as a major task in the pursuit of its objec-
tive of maintaining peace. Being the only country which has experienced
the horrors of the atomic bomb, Japan knows its tragic circumstances.1

A highly idealistic perception of the United Nations as a guarantor of
peace and security was to persist for a long time in the minds of the
Japanese people.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the United Nations occupied a
focal point in the thinking of foreign policy decision makers. At the
time of Japan’s entry into the United Nations, the government pro-
claimed three basic principles of Japanese foreign policy: (1) it
would be UN centred; (2) it would cooperate with the free demo-
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cratic nations; and (3) it would identify closely with the Asian coun-
tries.2 The Japan–United States Security Treaty was already in exist-
ence, providing a substantive guarantee of Japanese security. The
principle of ‘‘UN-centred’’ diplomacy had the merit both of promot-
ing cooperation with the United States in the United Nations and of
satisfying domestic aspirations to become directly involved in a global
forum.

The principle of ‘‘UN-centred’’ diplomacy, however, eroded in the
next few years. Although prime ministers and foreign ministers con-
tinued to emphasize the importance of cooperation with the United
Nations, references to ‘‘UN-centred’’ diplomacy as such disappeared
from public statements by 1960. The immediate reason for the change
was an increasing awareness of the United Nations’ limitations as an
effective collective security system. The frequent failures of the Se-
curity Council to act owing to the use of the veto were enough to
undermine trust in the United Nations as a guarantor of peace and
security. More fundamentally, the growing influence of the develop-
ing countries, supported by the Soviet Union, was gradually to dimin-
ish the usefulness and effectiveness of the United Nations as an in-
strument for the United States and Western industrialized countries.
These changes significantly affected Japan’s policy towards the
United Nations. ‘‘UN-centred’’ diplomacy, in the sense of expecting
the United Nations to guarantee Japan’s security, became less and
less a realistic objective. The importance of the United Nations
rather came to depend on the extent to which Japan could usefully
resort to that body to promote cooperation with Western or Asian
countries in matters related to Japan’s fundamental policy objectives.

In this connection, Japan’s active promotion of the Chinese rep-
resentation question and the Korean unification problem should be
duly noted. The basic objective of the United States Far Eastern pol-
icy following the Korean War was to contain the spread of commun-
ism in Asia. In the UN context, the US containment policy took the
form of endeavouring to offset the recognition of the representation
of the People’s Republic of China. With regard to the Korean ques-
tion, the United States policy was to support the position of the Re-
public of Korea concerning the terms of unification with the Demo-
cratic People’s Republic of Korea and the settlement of the Korean
War.

Japan worked hard with the United States to prevent the recogni-
tion of the Beijing government to represent China in the United Na-
tions until 1960, by aiding the American tactics in rejecting the ques-

Japan’s policy towards the United Nations

235



tion as an agenda item. After the 16th session of the General Assem-
bly in 1961, Japan joined a small group of co-sponsors to designate
Chinese representation as an ‘‘important question’’ requiring a two-
thirds vote. In spite of divided domestic opinion over the Chinese
representation question, the Japanese government stood firm and de-
fended the nationalists in the United Nations. At the 26th session of
the General Assembly in 1971, it fought the last battle with the
United States to realize a ‘‘two Chinas’’ over a ‘‘one China, one Tai-
wan’’ solution by accepting the representation of the People’s Repub-
lic but also allowing Taiwan to remain as a separate member. The
attempt to designate the expulsion of Nationalist China from the
United Nations as an ‘‘important question’’ requiring a two-thirds
vote failed by a vote of 55:59:15. No UN vote had such a direct and
devastating effect on Japan’s bilateral relations. The defeat on the
Chinese representation question resulted in a drastic policy change
by the government in the direction of expediting normalization of
relations with the People’s Republic.3

As to the Korean issue, Japan made great efforts to support the
position of the Republic of Korea, which had claimed its legitimacy
as the government that fought the communist aggression from the
north, and demanded admission to the United Nations. However,
after the armistice and the increase in the number of non-aligned
countries supporting the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,
the issue turned into one over the withdrawal of the United Nations
forces and the dissolution of the United Nations Commission for
Korea. The two Koreas presented contending resolutions and en-
gaged in an active campaign that neither party would be able to com-
mand majority support; the issue was withdrawn from the UN agenda
in 1976 and left to be dealt with outside the United Nations.

Aside from Japan’s heavy involvement in the two Asian issues,
during the first period Japan’s major interest was to become repres-
ented in the various forums. In particular, its interest in the Security
Council was strong, a reflection of its high expectations of the peace
and security role of the United Nations as expressed at the time of its
admission. Japan was elected to the Security Council in 1958, just two
years after joining the United Nations, and again in 1966. Japan be-
gan to show its desire to become permanently represented on the Se-
curity Council. Foreign Minister Kiichi Aichi made statements at the
general debate of the 24th and 25th sessions of the General Assembly
that were interpreted to show Japan’s aspiration to be a permanent
member of the Security Council.4 The difficulty of winning frequent
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elections to the Security Council, mixed with a growing confidence
over its economic strength, seemed to have prompted Japan to test
the waters. Japan’s financial contribution at the time of its entry to
the United Nations in 1956 had been assessed at 2.19 per cent. By
1970 it had increased to 3.78 per cent.

Aside from the Security Council, Japan was elected to the Eco-
nomic and Social Council from 1960 to 1965, and again from 1968 to
1970. It also began to serve on many of the functional commissions
and the governing boards of development assistance agencies. Of
special importance was the election of Kataro Tanaka to the Interna-
tional Court of Justice in 1961. Winning elections and gaining repres-
entation were considered important objectives for Japan as it tried to
establish its status in the United Nations. There was, however,
no Japanese appointed to any senior post in the United Nations
Secretariat.

Second period: The 1970s

The central issue in the second period was North–South. Decolon-
ization had resulted in a vast membership increase, and the majority
interest in the United Nations turned more and more to the question
of reorganizing economic relations between the developed and devel-
oping countries. Already by the mid-1960s a new approach to devel-
opment theory had emerged in the United Nations that refuted the
liberal economic theory that spontaneous self-correcting forces
might operate and solve the economic problems of the countries in
the South. What distinguished the 1970s was the vehemence with
which the South embarked upon a confrontational strategy to win
concessions from the North through the negotiation of fundamental
changes in the world economy.

In the 1970s, two issues had preoccupied Japan in the United Na-
tions. One was the Middle East question, which had added poignancy
after the oil crisis of 1973. The other was the negotiations involving
the establishment of a New International Economic Order. The oil
crisis had a tremendous impact not only on the Japanese economy
but also on its policy in the United Nations. Traditionally, Japan
held the position (along with the United States) that peace in the
Middle East should be achieved through the early and complete im-
plementation of Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338, which re-
cognized the ‘‘sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political independ-
ence of every state in the area,’’ including Israel. However, when the
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Arab states resorted to oil embargo measures in the course of the
Middle East war in October 1973, and announced their policy of giv-
ing preferential treatment to countries that supported them in the
war against Israel, domestic pressure in Japan mounted rapidly de-
manding a change in its Middle East policy. The Japanese govern-
ment decided to depart from its equidistant stance between Israel
and the Arab states. On 22 November, it issued a formal statement
in the name of the Cabinet Secretary that it supported the Arab
position that Israel should withdraw its troops from all the territory
occupied in the 1967 war. Furthermore, it announced that it might
reconsider its policy towards Israel, depending on the course of de-
velopments. This government statement brought assurance of prefer-
ential treatment for Japan in the Arab oil embargo. The United
States regretted Japan’s change in its Middle East policy, but Japan
had already told the then Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, at the
time of his visit to Japan in mid-November that it could not afford to
reject Arab pressure in view of the overwhelming dependence of its
industries on Middle East oil. Japan departed from its traditional
close cooperation with the United States over the question of oil
and the Middle East.5

Japan’s policy in the United Nations on Middle East questions in
succeeding years reflected this fundamental change. In the 1973–
1975 period Japan veered closer to the Arab position and voted for
the resolution that invited the Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLO), as the representative of the Palestinian people, to the delib-
erations of the General Assembly,6 while it abstained on others that
promoted the Arab cause.7 In particular, Japan’s abstention on the
‘‘Zionist’’ resolution8 was widely noted as the resolution was
adopted against the opposition of the entire Western group of na-
tions and was to cost the United Nations dearly in terms of govern-
mental as well as public support in these countries. Furthermore, Ja-
pan went beyond support for Security Council Resolution 242 and
endorsed recognition of the legitimate rights of the Palestinians, in-
cluding the right of self-determination, by voting for two Security
Council resolutions that were ultimately vetoed by the United States.9

In upholding the principle of the right of self-determination for the
Palestinian people and in accepting the role of the PLO in the peace
process leading to a lasting settlement in the Middle East, Japan
made clear its support for the Arab position. Japan actively began to
extend economic and technical assistance to the Islamic countries in
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the Middle East. In the United Nations, Japan increased its contribu-
tion five times in 1974 to UNRWA (UN Relief and Works Agency
for Palestinian Refugees in the Near East) and continued to increase
it, becoming the third-largest contributor by 1981.10 At the same
time, Japan exercised great caution in dealing with the PLO.
Although it recognized the opening of a PLO office in Tokyo, Japan
did not agree to grant the organization diplomatic status. Moreover,
Japan gave full endorsement to the Camp David Agreement as the
first step in reaching a comprehensive settlement of the Middle East
problem.

As to the series of negotiations that took place in the economic
forums of the United Nations in the wake of the oil crisis, Japan’s
major concern was to reach an understanding with the resource-
producing developing countries. As an industrial country heavily de-
pendent on imported raw materials, Japan was conscious of the vital
need to gain the cooperation of the developing countries. Japan sup-
ported the Algerian initiative to convene a special session from 9
April to 2 May of the General Assembly devoted to ‘‘raw mater-
ials.’’ It joined the consensus adoption of the Declaration on the Es-
tablishment of a New International Economic Order and its accom-
panying Programme of Action, in spite of the many difficulties that
it had with the contents of these documents. It did make clear, how-
ever, that it had reservations over the unlimited exercise of ‘‘perman-
ent sovereignty over natural resources,’’ the linkage between the pri-
ces of exports of developing countries with those of their imports, and
the introduction of a general system of preferential treatment.11
When a Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States was
adopted by a vote of 120:6:10 at the 29th session of the General As-
sembly later that year, Japan abstained, together with the Western
industrialized countries.12 Japan found that its basic interests as an
industrial market economy could not be compromised in the face of
the growing radicalism of the developing countries.

In 1980, the developing countries proposed to hold another special
economic session in which five major areas were to be linked in a
global negotiation. These five areas were energy, development, inter-
national monetary and financial reform, international trade, and raw
materials. The demand for linkage of these five areas was strategic-
ally important, particularly in two senses. First, it signified a comprom-
ise on the part of the oil-producing countries to agree to a debate on
energy matters in the United Nations, an option that they had pre-
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cluded as divisive to the solidarity of the developing countries. Sec-
ond, it showed the attempt to strengthen the bargaining position of
the developing countries by insisting on the incorporation of the
question of monetary and financial reform, an area that had been
kept outside of the United Nations and left to the Bretton Woods
institutions.

The 11th Special Session debated but deadlocked over the proced-
ures to be followed by the global negotiations. The developing
countries attempted to strengthen the competence of the General As-
sembly over all areas of economic activities, which, under the existing
United Nations system, were delegated to the various functional or-
gans. The industrialized countries, particularly the United States,
were determined to keep the competence of the IMF and GATT in-
tact. The United States, together with the United Kingdom and the
Federal Republic of Germany, were opposed to reaching any com-
promise. Japan, while sharing the basic concerns of these Western
countries, seemed more prepared to engage in a global negotiation
that might bring the energy issue in line with other developmental
problems. The global negotiation was never launched, and North–
South dialogue became a less important agenda in the United
Nations in the next decade.13

One Japanese initiative in the 1970s that merits special attention
was the establishment of the United Nations University. When
Secretary-General U Thant proposed in September 1969 to consider
the possibility of setting up a university based on the principles of the
United Nations Charter, Japan responded with great enthusiasm. The
idea of a United Nations university was appealing to a wide range of
the Japanese public. Some saw in the university an opportunity to
bring the UN presence closer to the Japanese people. Others were
anxious to develop an international educational institution that
might provide Japanese students and scholars with more direct ac-
cess to the international academic community. Some others simply
wanted a major project in their home region or district. At the time
of its inception, the university was expected to serve as an educa-
tional institution with a strong liberal arts leaning, with a regular in-
ternational teaching staff and students.14

The proposal to establish a United Nations university, however,
faced enormous difficulties. The major powers were not in support
of the idea, as they considered such an institution as overlapping the
functions of many existing universities as well as UN agencies. Be-
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sides, they were against any undertaking that might prove costly to
the United Nations. The developing countries of Asia, Africa, and
Latin America were anxious to launch a UN university. After three
years of intense debate and negotiation, the establishment of the
United Nations University was approved by the 27th session of the
General Assembly, but the final agreed function of the university
was no longer one of teaching but one of networking international
research. The Japanese delegation led the efforts to mobilize support
in favour of the university on the floor of the General Assembly and
UNESCO. Japan provided the largest financial contribution to the
endowment fund of the United Nations University. It also succeeded
in hosting the headquarters of the university in Tokyo. The university
was to contribute to the promotion of research and training, in par-
ticular from the developing countries.

As far as Japan’s status in the United Nations is concerned, it is
important to note that by 1973 Japan’s assessed contribution to the
United Nations budget became 7.15 per cent and Japan was ranked
third after the United States and the Soviet Union. This sudden
jump, surpassing two permanent members, namely the United King-
dom and France, rekindled Japan’s aspiration to join the ranks of the
permanent members of the Security Council. In 1973, at the 28th ses-
sion of the General Assembly, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger ex-
pressed US support for the permanent membership of Japan on the
Security Council. In the Tanaka–Nixon Communiqué of the same
year, President Nixon expressed his belief that ‘‘a way should be
found to assure permanent representation in that council for Japan,
whose resources and influence are of major importance in world
affairs.’’15

With the exception of the United States, however, no support was
forthcoming in favour of permanent representation for Japan on the
Security Council. The Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and
France were reluctant to take up an issue that might undermine the
established distribution of power. The People’s Republic of China,
although in principle favouring revision of the Charter, had not clari-
fied its view on the desirable composition of the Security Council.
Although some states showed sympathy for Japan’s aspirations, no
one seemed willing to take up an issue that might open up ‘‘Pan-
dora’s box.’’ In fact, many states demonstrated their own designs on
permanent membership on the Security Council. Latin American
states felt that their region should be represented by a permanent
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member. The Organization for African Unity (OAU) and the group
of non-aligned nations expected to see their president ex officio serv-
ing permanently on the Council. India felt it should represent the re-
gion of South and South-East Asia. When an ad hoc committee was
formed in 1974 to deal with the question of reviewing the Charter,
Japan supported the move in the hopes of gaining permanent mem-
bership. By the time the committee was formally launched the follow-
ing year, however, the mandate itself was diluted so as to embody a
general consideration of ways to strengthen the role of the United
Nations.

In the 1970s, Japan made major efforts to expand its representation
in the Secretariat. Since the Secretariat controls the collection, pro-
cessing, and distribution of information, as well as acting as an inter-
mediary in informal contacts and negotiations, member states have
attempted over the years to exercise influence over the Secretariat
through various means, including the appointment of their own na-
tionals to important posts. Japan was able to have Genichiro Aka-
tani appointed to the post of assistant secretary-general in charge of
public information. It was the first appointment of a Japanese na-
tional at senior level. Japan also made systematic attempts to in-
crease staff appointment by setting up a recruitment centre for inter-
national organizations in the Foreign Ministry, and placed personnel
officers at its missions in New York and Geneva.

The appointment of Japanese international civil servants had been
difficult for many reasons. First, Japan’s late entry into the United
Nations deprived Japan of the possibility of placing its nationals in
strategic posts during the formative years of the organization. Sec-
ond, Japan had to compete with other new arrivals from the devel-
oping countries that demanded representation in the Secretariat. Es-
pecially during the 1970s, women and nationals from developing
countries pressed for priority treatment in UN appointments. Third,
qualified Japanese nationals were not abundant owing to language
limitations and the Japanese practice of life-long employment, as
well as favourable employment opportunities at home. Japan’s rapid
increase in its contributions expanded the ‘‘desirable range’’ set up by
the Secretary-General as a guideline for staff recruitment on the basis
of the principle of equitable geographical distribution. Throughout
the 1970s, however, the number of Japanese staff hovered at around
70 persons, i.e. virtually only half of Japan’s ‘‘desirable range.’’ The
question of increasing Japanese staff appointments remained one of
the important targets of Japan’s UN policy.
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Third period: The 1980s

The third period found a much more active Japan in the United Na-
tions. During much of the 1980s, the United Nations underwent a
series of crises, whether of finance, management, or identity. The
United States turned its back on the United Nations as a result of
deep-seated mistrust that had developed in the 1970s, when the non-
aligned nations had targeted the United States. They concentrated
UN debates on the Middle East, South Africa, and North–South
issues in order to attack and isolate the United States. The Reagan
administration no longer found the United Nations a useful instru-
ment of its foreign policy. It withheld its contributions in protest
against the voting system in the United Nations, which disregarded
the will of the largest financial contributor. Japan’s role became one
of promoting the reform of the United Nations in order to regain and
consolidate the support of the United States and major contributing
countries. Japan’s efforts in the 1980s concentrated on three main
areas: reform of the UN administration and financial situation,
strengthening the peace and security functions of the United Na-
tions, and humanitarian activities, which Japan came to support as a
major donor to the United Nations system.

The reform of the United Nations became a priority concern for
Japan when the Group of High-Level Intergovernmental Experts
was organized in 1986 on its initiative. At the 40th session of the Gen-
eral Assembly the previous year, Foreign Minister Shintaro Abe had
proposed in his general statement the establishment of ‘‘a group of
eminent persons for a more efficient United Nations,’’ so that the
‘‘world body and its specialized agencies will function efficiently in
the 21st century.’’16 The mandate of the Group of High-Level Inter-
governmental Experts, known as the Group of 18 (G18), was to
‘‘conduct a thorough review of the administrative and financial mat-
ters of the United Nations.’’17 What motivated the Japanese govern-
ment to take this initiative was its feeling that the United Nations was
in a state of crisis. For some time, the United Nations could hardly
claim credit for the peaceful settlement of disputes for the promotion
of peace and security in the world. Its economic and social activities
kept expanding without exerting much impact on a world faced with
famine and poverty. Many governments of industrialized countries
felt that UN expenditures had to be reduced and that some system
should be introduced to correct the asymmetry between financial con-
tributions and budgetary control. Although Japan did not condone
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unilateral withdrawal or delayed contributions by member states,
particularly the United States and the Soviet Union, it was convinced
that some fundamental change should be undertaken to address the
issue.

The 1980s marked Japan’s rapid rise as a major contributor to the
UN system. By 1986, Japan’s assessment surpassed that of the Soviet
Union, and Japan ranked next to the United States. Japan’s contribu-
tions to the specialized agencies and its voluntary contributions to the
various operational activities also increased rapidly. As a large contrib-
utor, Japan found itself pushed to the forefront to cope with the ad-
ministrative and financial problems of the United Nations at the time.
Besides, serious efforts were being made within Japan to undertake
administrative reform of the government structure.

The G18 held four sessions throughout 1986 and submitted a re-
port with 71 recommendations to the 41st session of the General As-
sembly.18 Ambassador Shizuo Saito, former Japanese permanent
representative to the United Nations, served as vice-chairman of the
expert group. The G18 laboured against the backdrop of the worst
financial crisis that had faced the United Nations. As a result of Con-
gressional action, the United States was expected to withhold a sig-
nificant portion of its contribution for 1986–1987. The largest of the
cuts was due to the passage of the Kassebaum amendment, which re-
quired the United Nations to adopt a weighted voting system on
budgetary matters or face a ceiling of 20 per cent on US contribu-
tions to the assessed budget of the United Nations and its specialized
agencies. The work of the Group became the focal point of attention
in UN circles. In the end, the 41st session adopted the report of G18,
which recommended the inclusion of a consensus principle into the
budget programming process. The fact that a consensus principle
was specified in the decision-making of the Committee for Pro-
gramme and Coordination was taken by the United States to be an
encouraging sign of the efforts by the United Nations to reform it-
self. At the end of 1986, the US administration softened its policy
and provided a payment of US$100 million. Furthermore, it recom-
mended to Congress to revise the Kassebaum amendment. The ad-
ministrative reform initiated by Japan proved to be a successful exer-
cise.19

The role played by Japan in the selection of the executive director
of UNESCO in 1987 also shows Japan’s growing management con-
sciousness. After the United States’ withdrawal from UNESCO in
1984, followed by the departures of the United Kingdom and Singa-
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pore, Japan chose to remain in the organization and attempted to
carry out reforms from within. UNESCO, under the leadership of
Amadou Mahtar M’Bow, executive director, had been heavily
imbued with third world radicalism, which was symbolized in the
decision to create a New World Information and Communications
Order. M’Bow also promoted third world interests, particularly Afri-
can, in terms of both programmes and appointments. The finan-
cial situation reached a critical point owing to the continued expan-
sionist programme even after the withdrawal of the United States
and other members. When M’Bow decided to seek a third term in
1987, Japan, together with many European and other countries,
took the lead to prevent his re-election. It was a decision that arose
from the need to prevent further erosion of the organization and to
restore North–South harmony and cooperation.20

The second area of Japan’s priority concern was the strengthening
of the peace and security functions of the United Nations. It should
be recalled that Japan’s single most important objective in joining
the world organization in 1956 was to bolster its national security.
Since then the ineffectiveness of the United Nations in maintaining
peace and security somewhat dampened Japan’s idealism but did
not altogether undermine its expectations. Japan’s UN policy in the
peace and security field, therefore, generally followed two lines. The
first line was to promote disarmament, in response to widespread
public expectation that world peace must be realized through disar-
mament and that Japan’s role was to promote this by publicizing the
tragic consequences of nuclear weapons. The government accorded
high priority to the disarmament issue and made strenuous efforts to
become a member of the Conference of the Committee on Disarma-
ment when it was expanded in 1969 to 26 from the original 18. It also
became a party to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in 1976 and
took active part in calling widely for its universal acceptance. In the
forum of the Committee on Disarmament, it promoted an end to all
nuclear test explosions in order to arrive at the early conclusion of a
comprehensive test-ban treaty.

The second line followed by Japan in the area of peace and security
was to strengthen the various peace-keeping functions of the
United Nations. In 1980, Japan presented a proposal to the Special
Committee on the Charter of the United Nations and on the
Strengthening of the Role of the Organization concerning the re-
inforcement of the fact-finding functions of the United Nations. The
content of the proposal was not particularly novel, but it reflected the
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basic lines of Japanese reasoning on the United Nations’ peace and
security functions. There were two components to the Japanese pro-
posal: one was the strengthening of the Secretary-General’s functions
under Article 99, and the other was the limitation of the Security
Council prerogatives. By emphasizing the importance of fact-finding
in dealing effectively with various disputes, Japan argued that a sub-
sidiary organ should be established for fact-finding purposes. This
organ could take the form of a Secretary-General’s representative
stationed for a certain period of time in dispute areas. The Security
Council, on the other hand, should make clear that resolutions con-
cerning the establishment and dispatch of fact-finding missions would
not require the unanimous approval of the permanent members.21

After that Japan took several steps to seek ways to strengthen and
reinforce the peace-keeping functions of the United Nations. It sent a
working paper to the 12th Special Session concerning the strengthen-
ing and expansion of the United Nations peace-keeping functions.22
At the 37th session of the General Assembly, Japan took the initi-
ative to prepare and pass by consensus a resolution that emphasized
the need to strengthen the role and effectiveness of the United Na-
tions in the maintenance of international peace and security.23 The
main feature of this resolution was to set up a group of experts under
the Secretary-General ‘‘to undertake technical studies regarding the
strengthening and expansion of the United Nations peace-keeping
functions.’’24 The particular move was taken in response to the ap-
peal by Secretary-General Pérez de Cuéllar, who in his first annual
report to the General Assembly had focused on the alarming world
situation and the inability of the organization to play an effective
and decisive role.25

It is interesting to note that the response of the Western nations to
the Japanese proposal was lukewarm, if not negative. Japan worked
closely with such states as Yugoslavia, Austria, India, Sweden, and
Egypt – countries with either non-aligned or neutralist tendencies
that support the United Nations as an important instrument in their
foreign policy. Although 44 states eventually co-sponsored the res-
olution, none of the leading Western countries joined in the sponsor-
ship. The permanent members of the Security Council seemed to
have suspected that the resolution might eventually question the effi-
cacy of the Security Council, as well as its responsibility for its para-
lysis. In the end, the resolution that was passed emphasized ‘‘the im-
perative need to strengthen the role and effectiveness of the United
Nations,’’26 and called upon member states to continue their efforts
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through offering views on the matter, but the plan to set up a group of
experts did not materialize.

At the Special Committee on the Charter of the United Nations
and on the Strengthening of the Role of the Organization, Japan con-
tinued its quest of devising further means to strengthen the peace-
keeping functions of the Secretary-General. Together with the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany, Italy, Spain, Belgium, and New Zealand,
Japan made major efforts to draft the Declaration on the Prevention
and Removal of Disputes and Situations Which May Threaten Inter-
national Peace and Security and on the Role of the United Nations in
This Field. The main purposes of this declaration were to emphasize
the obligation of member states ‘‘to prevent in their international re-
lations the emergence of aggravation or disputes or situations’’; to
remind the Security Council ‘‘to consider sending, at an early stage,
fact-finding or good offices missions or establishing appropriate
forms of United Nations presence, including observers and peace-
keeping operations’’; to encourage the Secretary-General ‘‘to con-
sider using, at as early a stage as he deems appropriate, the right
that is accorded to him under Article 99 of the Charter.’’27 What the
declaration tried to attain was to take the United Nations beyond its
traditional role of dealing with disputes and situations after they are
brought to its attention, and to act at an early stage to prevent or re-
move particular disputes or situations. The declaration passed the
43rd session of the General Assembly by consensus on 5 December
1988. The fact that the declaration on the prevention of disputes re-
ceived the support of the General Assembly was perhaps not unre-
lated to the changing environment of the United Nations, in which
leading member states, particularly the Soviet Union, were ready to
give more authority to the Secretary-General to maintain interna-
tional peace and security.

The third area in which Japan became heavily involved in the 1980s
was humanitarian. For a long time, Japan’s involvement in UN hu-
manitarian activities had been limited. Refugee assistance had been
regarded as a remote cause for Japan, and emergency assistance had
not been considered a priority issue. The situation changed drastic-
ally in 1979 when Japan became an important country in the assist-
ance of Indo-Chinese refugees. The flux of refugees from Viet Nam
and Cambodia had caused an international uproar, and humanitar-
ian assistance had become a priority agenda in international co-
operation. Japan, which was pressed to help, especially by the United
States, reversed its traditional policy of not allowing any permanent
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refugee settlement on Japanese soil. During 1979, Japan increased its
contributions to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) by more than six times, from US$10 million to US$65 mil-
lion, becoming the second-largest contributor to the UNHCR after
the United States, and has remained so ever since.

The Japanese government’s support for Indo-Chinese refugee as-
sistance triggered a drastic change in public attitudes toward human-
itarian and development assistance. Several private groups, some of
which began to undertake volunteer work in the developing coun-
tries, were organized at the time. When the news of famine in Africa
reached Japan, the call for emergency assistance received great pub-
lic support. A special month (September) in 1984 dedicated to Africa
was observed. Foreign Minister Shintaro Abe, in his general state-
ment to the 39th session of the General Assembly, characterized the
deteriorating situation in Africa as ‘‘an affront to peace,’’ and urged
that ‘‘the United Nations agencies be mobilized to draw up a unified
plan of Africa making effective use of the total range of United Na-
tions capabilities.’’28 Abe himself visited Zambia, Ethiopia, and
Egypt in November, and pledged over US$100 million in food aid.
At the United Nations, when the negotiations faltered over refer-
ences to delicate questions involving debt burden and price stabiliza-
tion of primary commodities, the African group turned to Japan to
coordinate the adoption of a declaration on the dangerous situation
in Africa. The Declaration on the Critical Economic Situation in
Africa was subsequently adopted by consensus by the General As-
sembly on 3 December 1984. It was acclaimed as a document devoid
of ideological trimmings and as a testament to the UN community’s
readiness to cope with the situation in Africa.

It was high time for Japan to assume a significant share in the bur-
den of international humanitarian assistance. Since 1977, Japan’s offi-
cial development assistance has undergone a series of doublings.29
Official funds not only became available for bilateral contribution
but were even raised to 10.84 per cent. As the second-largest contrib-
utor to the United Nations, with an expanding quota under the sys-
tem of ‘‘desirable range,’’ the issue seemed to call for more drastic
adjustment.

While the number of Japanese nationals in the United Nations had
remained constant at about 70–80 throughout the 1970s, in the course
of a year (1981 to 1982), 21 Japanese professionals were added to the
staff. Over the next few years annual appointments were made to
total 121 altogether by 1985. The advancement of Japanese nationals
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was particularly notable in the higher echelons of the UN bur-
eaucracy, with two assistant secretaries-general appointed in 1984.
Such a substantial increase in Japanese personnel in the United Na-
tions was the result of years of effort on the part of the Japanese gov-
ernment as well as of the fortuitous availability of qualified candid-
ates. The expansion did seem, however, partly to reflect the
Secretariat’s growing recognition of Japan’s importance as a major
financial contributor. In the next few years, however, Japanese rep-
resentation underwent a steady decline. As of 1988, the total number
went down to 90.30 The growing job opportunities in the interna-
tional market for Japanese with UN training and experience were
perhaps the general reason that took many away. More directly, the
financial crisis of the late 1990s, the uncertainties over promotion and
pay rises, and the moratorium on new recruitment were factors that
contributed to the resignation of Japanese nationals, especially in
the middle echelon. Although the Japanese contributions to the
United Nations are expected to increase continuously, and the ‘‘de-
sirable range’’ for national representation is also likely to grow, the
prospects for expanding Japanese representation in the Secretariat
at this point do not seem encouraging.

Selected issues

Voting patterns

It is recalled that, at the time of Japan’s entry to the United Nations,
the government proclaimed three basic principles: (1) it would be
‘‘UN centred’’; (2) it would cooperate with the free democratic na-
tions; and (3) it would identify closely with Asian countries. In evalu-
ating changing policy positions taken by Japan in the United Nations
in the last 40 years, it may be useful to take these three principles as
a starting point, and see how they have affected Japan’s decision-
making.

As has already been discussed in this paper, the major character-
istic of Japan’s policy during the first years after its entry was its
close adherence to the United States, especially in pursuing the anti-
communist policy in the Far East. During this time, Japan’s voting
pattern showed high coincidence with US votes (80 per cent). After
the mid-1960s, however, Japanese coincidence with US votes de-
clined rapidly and reached the lowest level of 37 per cent in the mid-
1980s.31 Japan’s drift away from the United States in General Assem-
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bly votes, however, cannot necessarily be taken as a departure from
its cooperation with the Western group of countries. Throughout the
1960s, the 1970s, and much of the 1980s, Japan’s percentage coincid-
ence with the votes of OECD countries remained constant at 60–70
per cent. In fact, it was the United States that parted more drastically
from the voting practices of many Western countries and chose to
‘‘stand alone’’32 in the face of the growing majority control by the
non-aligned group of nations.

Of the Western group of countries, however, Japan’s percentage
coincidence with the United States votes is lower than that of coun-
tries such as the United Kingdom, the FRG, Canada, Belgium, and
Italy, and often stands slightly higher than that of France.33 Two fac-
tors seem to account for Japan’s relative distancing from the United
States. The first derives from Japan’s basic posture as a country be-
longing to the Asian group of nations. Japan’s allegiance to the
Asian group is reflected in a fairly high voting coincidence with coun-
tries of East and South-East Asia. Because of the change in its
Middle East policy that followed the oil crisis in the early 1970s,
Japan’s voting coincidence with the Arab countries also tends to be
high. Altogether Japan’s voting pattern shows high coincidence with
the non-aligned group. It is also interesting to observe that Japan
shows high voting coincidence with the Soviet Union, not so much
because their positions on various issues are similar but because the
Soviet Union, since the mid-1960s, has moved closer in support of the
non-aligned group.34

A second factor that contributes to Japan’s low voting coincidence
with the United States is the relatively large number of abstentions
by Japan. Most studies of voting patterns exclude abstention votes
from their analysis.35 Depending on how Japanese abstentions are
interpreted, however, Japan’s coincidence with the United States or
with the Soviet Union becomes subject to different interpretations.
If Japanese abstentions on resolutions are taken to express common
positions with the United States, Japanese positions become much
more identical with those of the United States. If, on the other hand,
Japanese abstentions on resolutions are considered to stand for posi-
tions different from those of the United States, Japanese positions
turn out to be grossly dissimilar. The truth probably lies somewhere
in between. Without examining a great number of specific cases,
there is no satisfactory formula to assess Japanese abstentions. With
the large number of negative votes that the United States exercised in
the 1980s, the general pattern has become one in which the United
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States votes ‘‘no’’ to many issues on which Japan abstains. Questions
relating to Nicaragua, southern Africa, disarmament, human rights,
North–South relations, and the Middle East generally follow this pat-
tern. Japan’s abstentions are often expressions of its reluctance
clearly to take sides. So long as Japan tries to cooperate with the
Western countries as well as closely identify itself with the Asian
and other developing countries, abstaining will continue to hold sway.

Japan’s voting record is a reflection of the many conflicting de-
mands that it attempts to meet. In other words, it may be considered
the outcome of adapting the three basic principles of its UN policy to
the specific situations that call for position-taking. One notable
change in Japan’s voting pattern over the last 30 years has been the
growing decline in voting with the United States and the gradual in-
crease in support for the non-aligned states. When Japan proclaimed
its ‘‘UN-centred’’ policy at the time of its entry, UN-centred in fact
meant cooperation with the United States. The meaning of a UN-
centred policy in today’s UN context has not been clearly spelled out
by the policy makers. The voting record suggests, however, that
Japan has come to use the forum to show its support for some of the
global concerns expressed by the majority group. While discussions
and negotiations with the United States and the Western countries
have moved to other forums, such as the annual economic summits,
OECD, and many bilateral set-ups, the United Nations offers more
and more opportunity for Japan to augment its global involvement
encompassing the developing world. Today, Japan is faced with the
need to heed the interests of a wide range of nations not only of the
West and Asia, but also of Africa, Latin America, and elsewhere.

Peace-keeping operations

As already discussed in this paper, Japan’s primary interest in joining
the United Nations was to bolster its national security by relying on
the capacity of the world organization to maintain international
peace and security. Although the ineffectiveness of the United Na-
tions in fulfilling its mission somewhat dashed Japanese expecta-
tions, Japan continued its efforts to strengthen the peace and security
functions of the United Nations and took several initiatives in the
1980s. It should be recalled that at the 37th session of the General
Assembly Japan promoted the passage of a resolution that called on
member states to seek ways to strengthen the role and effectiveness
of the United Nations in maintaining peace and security. However,

Japan’s policy towards the United Nations

251



were Japan to follow the full implications of its proposal, it would
have to clarify the extent to which it is prepared to contribute to
peace-keeping activities.

The question of dispatching Japan’s Self-Defence Forces for UN
peace-keeping operations has been a political issue for a long time.
Even prior to Japan’s entry into the United Nations, questions were
raised in the Diet about whether obligations under the UN Charter
might not necessitate participation in military activities of the kind
that were carried out in Korea, or whether a country like Japan with-
out military forces could fulfil the obligations of a member state. On 2
June 1954, the House of Councillors passed a resolution prohibiting
the dispatch overseas of Self-Defence Forces.

In the years following Japan’s entry into the United Nations, the
debate in the Diet centred on the question of the extent to which
the Self-Defence Forces could cooperate with the United Nations
under the existing constitutional framework. Article 9 of the constitu-
tion renounced ‘‘war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat
or use of force as a means of settling international disputes.’’ The
government argued that the constitutionality of the troop dispatch
for UN peace-keeping purposes depended on the particular object-
ive, mandate, and organization of the operation. For cases of pure
policing and maintenance of law and order that do not accompany
the exercise of force, dispatch of the Japanese Self-Defence Forces
might not necessarily violate the constitution.36 The opposition par-
ties took the position that cooperation with the United Nations did
not necessarily require military cooperation, and that the govern-
ment was attempting to expand the interpretation of the constitu-
tional framework and was trying to open ways for an eventual troop
dispatch overseas.37 Aside from the question of constitutionality,
however, what determined the question of the troop dispatch was
the fact that no provision existed in the basic law concerning the or-
ganization of the Self-Defence Forces that allowed participation in
the UN operations. In the face of the strong negative views of the
opposition parties, the government had no intention of undertaking
an action that seemed clearly beyond existing national consensus.
From the UN side, there had been one attempt by Secretary-General
Dag Hammarskjöld on 30 July 1958 to invite the participation of 10
Japanese officers in the observer mission to Lebanon (UNOGIL).
At the time the government felt obliged to decline. The prevailing
domestic climate, and particularly the absence of any legal provision

National policies on the United Nations

252



that allowed the dispatch of Self-Defence Forces personnel, made it
quite impossible to accommodate the UN request.

As Japan began to take positive steps to strengthen the peace
and security functions of the United Nations in the 1980s, the ques-
tion of its own contribution became more and more a realistic con-
cern. It is recalled that, at the 37th session of the General Assembly,
Japan took the initiative to set up a group of experts ‘‘to undertake
technical studies regarding the strengthening and expansion of the
United Nations peace-keeping functions.’’38 Although this particular
scheme did not materialize, the General Assembly called on member
states to offer their own views on the question.39 In response to this
resolution, the Foreign Ministry invited a group of scholars and jour-
nalists to examine ways of strengthening the functions of the various
UN organs involved in the maintenance of peace and security, as well
as to come up with specific proposals concerning the Japanese role in
this field.

In the final report to the Foreign Minister presented in August
1983, the study group emphasized that ‘‘Japan should play a more
positive and broader-ranging role in peace-keeping operations,’’ and
proposed a seven-stage plan of action to be followed:
1. preparation and provision of funding and material supplies;
2. participation in the election surveillance activities of peace-

keeping operations (e.g. participation in the civilian sector of the
United Nations Transition Assistance Group (UNTAG) for Nami-
bia);

3. participation in the medical activities of peace-keeping operations;
4. participation in transport and communications activities;
5. participation in police activities;
6. participation in logistic support;
7. observation and patrol activities.40

It should be noted that, in the early 1980s, interest in the possible
Japanese participation in the Namibian operation had been ex-
pressed because of the large civilian component foreseen in the UN-
TAG plan.41 Step by step, Japan began to seek ways of contributing
to peace-keeping operations through the provision of additional
funds on a voluntary basis as well as dispatching civilians to opera-
tions whenever possible. At the Third Special Session of the General
Assembly devoted to disarmament, Prime Minister Noboru Take-
shita presented a new Japanese international cooperation scheme.
One of the most important components of this plan was strengthen-
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ing its cooperation to achieve peace. This idea consisted mainly of
supporting UN peace-keeping operations. According to the Prime
Minister, Japan was not only willing to provide financial support but
also prepared to supply personnel to monitor elections or to assist in
transportation, telecommunications, and medical care.42

In fact, in 1987, Japan made special financial contributions to the
UN operations in Afghanistan, Iran, and Iraq. Moreover, the For-
eign Ministry sent two officers on secondment to the United Nations
to participate in the UN Military Observer Group in India and Pak-
istan and the UN Iran–Iraq Military Observer Group operations in
the field. To the UNTAG mission in 1989, a team of 31 members
was sent to Namibia to monitor elections. The government dis-
patched a monitoring team of six to Nicaragua to assist in the elec-
tion observation by ONUVEN in 1990.

Compared with many member states that have actively particip-
ated in UN peace-keeping operations by sending observers or dis-
patching battalions, the Japanese participation has been minimal in
scope. However, a clear signal seems to have been made – that Jap-
anese participation in UN activities relating to peace and security will
no longer be confined to the financial aspect alone. Does this mean
that Japan will be dispatching its Self-Defence Forces to UN peace-
keeping operations in the near future? The domestic political scene
is still too uncertain to provide an early answer.

As far as the debate in the Diet is concerned, the government
seems extremely cautious in suggesting any imminent change of pol-
icy. To questions raised with regard to the possible dispatch of Self-
Defence Forces personnel to UN peace-keeping operations, former
Prime Minister Takeshita and former Foreign Minister Uno emphas-
ized the need to send only Japanese civilian personnel. To sugges-
tions that participation by Self-Defence Forces might also be consid-
ered, they reiterated the legal argument that the basic law concerning
the organization of the Self-Defence Forces did not provide such a
mandate, and that it was probably difficult to enlarge it.43

At least two factors are expected to influence the outcome of the
ongoing debate over Japanese troop dispatch. First is the importance
of the United Nations in global peace-keeping and peace-making. At
a time when détente between the United States and the Soviet Union
is expected to grow, the United Nations may be allowed to play a
more determining role in world politics. Japanese cooperation with
the United Nations, including greater support of peace-keeping
operations, might be considered a crucial factor.44 Proposals have al-
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ready been made to organize a ‘‘peace cooperation force’’ on a
standby basis that would be separate from the Self-Defence
Forces.45 International political developments and the enhanced
role to be played by the United Nations in the coming years may
influence the national debate in the direction of new institutional
arrangements.

The second factor to be taken into consideration is the nature of
the political leadership in the next few years. So long as the opposi-
tion parties continue to deny any UN role to the Self-Defence Forces,
no significant change can be foreseen. The opposition parties became
the majority in the House of Councillors in 1989, and the Liberal
Democratic Party is not likely to take decisions that might further
undermine its position. However, depending on international polit-
ical developments, the opposition parties, too, may be forced to ac-
cept a greater role for the United Nations and eventually face the
question of the Japanese role. Meanwhile, the government will try
to expand Japanese participation in the civilian components of
peace-keeping operations. Since UN peace-keeping operations have
been assuming the task of election observers and other civilian roles,
Japan may have greater opportunities for enhancing its participation.
In the final analysis, the Japanese contribution to global peace and
security through the United Nations is likely to grow. The involve-
ment of Japanese monitoring teams in the Namibia and Nicaragua
elections, for example, has had a significant effect on Japanese public
opinion in the positive appreciation of UN operational activities.

Domestic constituents

Public opinion

The United Nations is a well-known organization in Japan and com-
mands considerable support from the public. According to a special
opinion survey conducted in 1987 by the Foreign Ministry on the
United Nations,46 over 90 per cent of those polled had heard about
the United Nations. Nearly 90 per cent thought the United Nations
was necessary for the future, and almost 80 per cent thought it con-
tributed to world peace and human welfare. On the whole, the Jap-
anese public seemed to have high expectations of the United Nations.
Of those who had heard about the United Nations, 75 per cent felt
that Japan was cooperating with the United Nations. When asked
whether Japan should be more positive in cooperating with the
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United Nations, 39 per cent agreed, while 36 per cent felt that Japan
should cooperate to a certain extent. Most people seemed to form
their views on the United Nations through television (87.2 per cent)
and newspapers (78.4 per cent) rather than through formal education
(20.5 per cent), thus proving the importance of the media in develop-
ing public attitudes.

The general attitude of the Japanese public toward the United Na-
tions certainly seems favourable. In order to determine in which dir-
ection the public is likely to lend its future support, it may be useful
to examine specific issue areas, especially those on which Japan has
concentrated its efforts in the last 10 years. With regard to the ques-
tion of administrative and financial management, the public does not
seem to possess much understanding or interest. Although the public
seems to be aware of the inefficiency of the United Nations in general
terms, almost half of those who were polled by the Foreign Ministry
survey stated that they did not know much about this problem. Nor
did they seem to have any clear idea of what it means to bear finan-
cial obligations to the United Nations.47 Although the Japanese gov-
ernment is expected to carry on its efforts to reform the administrat-
ive fabric of the United Nations in the years ahead, it is not likely to
be given much credit for this by the public.

With regard to the UN role in the maintenance of peace and secur-
ity, there is considerable recognition of the importance of these activ-
ities, as well as appreciation of their usefulness. To the question
whether Japan should cooperate with the peace-keeping activities by
extending financial assistance, dispatching personnel, and providing
equipment within the limits of the existing domestic law, the public
reaction was quite positive.48 However, in a more recent survey that
directly raised the possibility of dispatching the Self-Defence Forces
to the UN peace-keeping operations, there was considerable reserva-
tion – 24.5 per cent were opposed and 22.0 per cent were inclined to
oppose, while only 8.3 per cent supported it and 14.1 per cent were
inclined to support it. It is interesting to note that the same people
showed willingness to dispatch the Self-Defence Forces overseas for
disaster relief activities.49 These results reveal the still undecided na-
ture of the question of dispatching Self-Defence Forces for peace-
keeping purposes in the mind of the Japanese public. The cautious
approach displayed by government leaders is a reflection of the pub-
lic mood.

In the area of human rights and humanitarian assistance, the public
attitude is quite forthright. Of the four major areas of activities in
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which the United Nations has concentrated its efforts – peace-keep-
ing, development assistance, education and culture, and human rights
and humanitarian assistance – the largest portion of those polled by
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs survey registered their knowledge of
human rights and humanitarian activities (87.2 per cent). Their ap-
preciation of the results was also high (68.5 per cent).50 Considering
that Japan’s involvement in the area of human rights and humanitar-
ian assistance has been relatively recent, these results are rather sur-
prising. On the one hand, they may reflect the success of United Na-
tions activities in this area. On the other hand, they may be related to
the direct exposure that the Japanese public has had to the influx of
refugees in the last 10 years.

On the whole, the Japanese public is favourably disposed to follow
whatever initiatives the government may take in the United Nations
or cases that the United Nations might promote. So long as there is
no conflict with Japan’s vital interests, or sudden exposure of wide-
spread wrongdoing in the United Nations, the public will be ready
to support it. The one uncertain question is cooperation with UN
peace-keeping operations through the dispatch of the Self-Defence
Forces. Since this is intimately involved with the issue of Japan’s
own defence and the role of the Self-Defence Forces under the con-
stitution, no conclusive consensus is likely to evolve without strong
international or political pressure.

Special interest groups

The fact that the Japanese public is favourably disposed towards the
United Nations does not mean that there are well-organized groups
that are supportive of UN affairs. On the other hand, there are no
groups that are seriously opposed to cooperation with the United Na-
tions. The United Nations Association is nationally organized but can
hardly claim broad-based understanding or commitment to UN
causes. Among the non-governmental groups affiliated to UN agen-
cies, the National Federation of UNESCO and the Japan Committee
for UNICEF have the greatest public following. The former has a
membership of 20,000 and the latter has over 5,000 individual and
275 corporate memberships. Both UNESCO and UNICEF made a
strong impact on the Japanese public during the early post-war
years. The former appealed to Japanese pacifist idealism and as-
sumed a semi-spiritual role by mobilizing support for education pro-
grammes relating to peace and international understanding. The lat-
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ter became known by providing milk and other relief goods to under-
nourished Japanese children. The Foreign Ministry opinion survey of
1989 shows that even today the best-known UN agency continues to
be UNESCO (81.5 per cent), followed by UNICEF (70.3 per cent).51
As far as UNICEF is concerned, it should be noted that there was a
considerable drop in public support after the milk-giving years. It was
only after the International Year of the Child in 1979 that apprecia-
tion for UNICEF as a development assistance agency grew and that
fund-raising began to gain wide public response. A parliamentary
group for children was formed in 1988, headed by a senior member
of the Liberal Democratic Party, Masayoshi Ito, and a top actress,
Tetsuo Kuroyanagi, served as UNICEF ambassador of goodwill.

Several parliamentary groups have been organized along func-
tional lines to support the activities of other UN agencies. These
have included groups on population, the environment, habitat, drugs,
and disarmament. In 1986, a non-partisan parliamentary group
headed by Susumu Nikaido was set up to provide overall support to
the United Nations. Of all the parliamentary groups, however, the
best organized is the group on international population problems.
Established in 1973 and led by former Prime Minister Takeo Fu-
kuda, it has enjoyed wide non-partisan support. It has undertaken co-
operative action with parliamentary groups of other countries. Its
support has been considered instrumental in rapidly increasing Jap-
anese voluntary contributions to the UNFPA (UN Population
Fund), an organization to which Japan became the second-largest
contributor in 1978 and in recent years has provided over 25 per
cent of the budget. The parliamentary group on population attests
to the importance of political backing in augmenting Japanese sup-
port to the United Nations agencies. More and more attempts are
being made by executive heads of UN agencies to solicit support
from influential domestic groups in Japan, in addition to the minis-
tries directly in charge.

Aside from groups organized in close affiliation with UN organiza-
tions, there are others that have been inspired by UN initiatives, par-
ticularly by UN-sponsored world conferences held in the 1970s – the
World Conference on Human Environment, Stockholm, 1972; the
World Population Conference, Bucharest, 1974; International Wo-
men’s Year, 1975; the International Year of the Child, 1979; and the
special sessions of the General Assembly devoted to disarmament.
These events have had tremendous impact on the public and contrib-
uted to consciousness-raising and even social and policy changes. The
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United Nations’ role as communicator should not be minimized. In
fact it might be considered to be the most significant function with
far-reaching consequences depending upon how the messages are
utilized at the national level.

Of special interest might be the growth of the women’s movements
in the wake of the International Women’s Year and the subsequent
decade. A national machinery was set up within the Prime Minister’s
Office to promote and monitor the Plans of Action adopted in Mexico
City, Nairobi, and Copenhagen. Owing to the joint efforts made
by women’s groups and by women in the government and parlia-
ment, Japan became party to the Convention on the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women in 1985. The convention induced ma-
jor reforms in the legal provisions relating to the status of women.
Equality of the sexes has become much more firmly established in
terms of educational and employment opportunities. The social
changes involving the status of women in recent years prove the po-
tential the United Nations possesses to bring about changes when
supported by influential domestic constituents.

The academic community could hardly be classified as a group
with a strong interest in UN affairs. It does, however, provide a pool
of knowledge resources for policy makers and non-governmental
groups. Some academics have served on government delegations,
while others have participated in various UN forums in their per-
sonal expert capacity. The main bulk of academic research on the
United Nations has been carried out by specialists of international
law. Their research has tended to concentrate on the formal and in-
stitutional aspects of the organization, with special attention on the
peace and security area. Some political scientists and former practi-
tioners have also joined the community of researchers on the United
Nations, and the range of research in recent years has spanned dis-
armament to North–South relations, human rights to environment.
However, as far as the main approach to UN research is concerned,
the tendency still remains that main efforts are directed towards ana-
lysing the general structural framework of the organization rather
than to examining its functional performance or political dynamics.52

Government

The United Nations Bureau of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as-
sumes primary responsibility for the policy-making and coordination
of Japan’s relations with the United Nations. Since the functions of
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the United Nations tend to branch out in all directions, the task of the
United Nations Bureau has also become more and more wide rang-
ing. At the risk of simplification, it can be said that Japan’s UN policy
decision-making is carried out at three levels – within the Foreign
Ministry; the UN Bureau of the Ministry in coordination with other
functional ministries; the UN Bureau of the Ministry in consultation
with outside groups.

Most issues that relate to UN management as well as to questions
of peace and security are handled within the Foreign Ministry. The
former in particular lies almost exclusively within the competence of
the Bureau. Peace and security issues often involve the need to co-
ordinate with other bureaux. Usually the most difficult negotiations
take place with the geographical bureaux, which tend to defend geo-
graphical interests and Japan’s bilateral relations with the countries
in the region concerned. Much of the economic and social issues can-
not be handled within the Foreign Ministry but require consultation
with the functional ministries.

The UN Bureau takes overall responsibility for Japan’s relations
with specialized agencies. The ministry maintains permanent mis-
sions, headed by ambassadors, to the UN organizations in Geneva
and Vienna. However, the functional ministries usually send their
staff on secondment to these missions to deal with matters relating
to the ministry’s interest. For example, the mission in Geneva has
staff from the ministries of International Trade and Industry, Fin-
ance, and others to deal with GATT, from the Ministry of Labour to
deal with the International Labour Organization, or from the Minis-
try of Health to work with the World Health Organization. However,
in matters relating to the financial management, election, or recruit-
ment of staff of the specialized agencies, the Foreign Ministry takes
on a greater role. Especially when politicization occurs in these agen-
cies, such as over the recognition of the PLO or the membership of
Israel, the responsibility falls on the Foreign Ministry. The Finance
Ministry attempts to maintain exclusive control over IMF and World
Bank matters, sharing the management of monetary affairs with the
Bank of Japan. The involvement of the Foreign Ministry in matters
concerning the Bretton Woods institutions remains minimal. The sep-
aration between the Bretton Woods institutions and the UN organ-
izations is reinforced at the national level owing to the division of re-
sponsibilities between the two ministries.

The UN Bureau has to deal with many outside groups in order to
win their support as well as cope with their demands. The role of the
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parliamentary groups and their pressure for increased support and
contributions have already been discussed. The non-governmental
organizations have also been expanding, and every world conference
or special session of the General Assembly has mobilized groups that
demand compliance from the government with the aims of these
meetings. At times of the special sessions of the General Assembly
on disarmament, private citizens organized themselves to collect mil-
lions of signatures demanding nuclear disarmament. They sent hun-
dreds of non-governmental delegates to observe the sessions on
behalf of various citizen action groups. The world conferences on
women in Mexico City, Copenhagen, and Nairobi also mobilized
many women’s groups to attend the meetings as observers. These
meetings were used as rallying points to advance women’s demands
at home.

With Japan’s increasing involvement in the operational activities of
the United Nations, the Bureau has been obliged to solicit more and
more support from various domestic groups. The dispatch of two
election monitoring teams to Namibia and Nicaragua, for example,
was made possible through recruitment efforts targeted at young
provincial government officers and former peace corps volunteers
and regional specialists. Efforts are currently under way to set up a
personnel resource centre in order to cope with future needs on a
somewhat more standby basis. Greater mobilization of domestic sup-
port beyond goodwill on the part of the general public will determine
how much more Japan might become actively involved in future ac-
tivities of the United Nations.

Conclusion

The international environment surrounding the United Nations in the
1990s will be full of uncertainties. Politically, détente is expected to
take off the sharper edges of East–West relations. But at the re-
gional and local levels, conflicts may grow as a result of long-
standing political, economic, ethnic, religious, and other sources of
discontent. Economically, the current debt crisis is unlikely to abate.
North–South problems will persist, with growing disparities among
the countries in the South. The United States and the Soviet Union
will be devoting much of their attention to causes involving their
domestic interests more. Their global management capability is ex-
pected to decline.

Will the United Nations in the 1990s be prepared to play a larger
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role in global management? The issues that call for concerted action
are no longer limited to the political, economic, and humanitarian as
in the past. There are enormous problems of environmental protec-
tion, science and technology, population explosion, and cross-border
movements that all nations must address. There is at least a growing
sign that both governments and peoples are beginning to turn to the
United Nations to deal with these global issues. The most encour-
aging development in the last few years is the change in the Soviet
policy towards the United Nations. Gorbachev’s Pravda and Izvestia
article of 17 September 1987 unveiled the new Soviet thinking to
promote the United Nations as the most important instrument for co-
operation in an interdependent world.53 With the arrival of the Bush
administration in the United States, its policy towards the United Na-
tions also became more cooperative. With the superpowers support-
ing and cooperating with the United Nations, the organization is
bound to have a greater impact on global developments.

Japan will welcome opportunities to play an active part in an en-
hanced United Nations. In examining the historical trends in Japan’s
UN policy, the present paper has indicated how Japanese involve-
ment in the United Nations developed from a fairly narrow interest
in Asian affairs to a more global concern that encompassed the
Middle East, Africa, and Latin America, and how it came to assume
institutional responsibilities by tackling UN administrative and man-
agement matters. It should be noted that Japan’s efforts in the 1980s
were directed to causes that strengthened and enhanced the capacity
of the United Nations, whether in the case of the Group of 18 exer-
cises over UN reform, or in encouraging the United Nations to act to
prevent disputes through the adoption of the Declaration on the Pre-
vention and Removal of Disputes and Situations.

It is important to realize that, although Japan ensures its security
by its Self-Defence Forces and the conclusion of the US–Japan Se-
curity Treaty, the Japanese have tended to regard the United Na-
tions as an additional safety net. This is the reason behind Japan’s
persistent efforts to strengthen the effectiveness of the UN functions
with regard to the maintenance of peace and security and the at-
tempts to reinforce the peace-keeping capacity. Japan’s own modes
of contribution to the peace-keeping operations still remain unre-
solved. What is clearly emerging, however, is the decision to pro-
vide, in addition to funds, personnel for peace-keeping operations
as a token of international cooperation. Domestic public opinion
and political division make it unlikely that consensus will develop on
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the dispatch of the Self-Defence Forces. For the time being, Japan
will participate in operations with a substantial civilian component,
whether in the form of election monitors, logistic support staff, or
medical teams.

Japan in the 1990s will continue to act as a major contributor to the
UN system. With regard to many activities of the operational agen-
cies, Japan’s voluntary contributions are expected to increase, which
will be compensated by due recognition. The question of gaining a
permanent seat on the Security Council seems unlikely to be settled
for some time to come. It is recalled that Japan raised this question in
the 1960s and 1970s but has remained quiet ever since. A clearer real-
ization of the difficulty of the question seems to have muted even any
attempt at testing the views of governments concerned. The divisive
atmosphere that prevailed in the United Nations in the last 10 years
prevented any possibility of undertaking fundamental institutional
change. Besides, the United States, which had been the one per-
manent member supporting Japan’s permanent representation, was
hardly taking initiatives of any sort in the United Nations. At pres-
ent, Japan does not seem to be in a hurry to seek an enhanced status
in the Security Council. For the time being, it will continue to seek
representation at the Security Council within as short a time interval
as possible. Nevertheless, the issue of the composition of the Security
Council may gain greater significance at the domestic level. If Japan
were to find the United Nations more disadvantageous compared
with other organizations that assure it influential status, support at
the leadership level might not be sustained for ever.

In the final analysis, Japan’s future commitment to the United Na-
tions will depend on the evolution of the organization itself. The
United Nations Charter was prepared to reflect the power balance
and alliance system of the immediate post-war world. The unifica-
tion of Germany stands as a watershed event that will divide the post-
war and the future world of the 1990s. As already stated, the United
Nations is faced with challenges of global management on many
fronts. It will also have to face the realities of changing power, if it is
to fare well in the twenty-first century.

Postscript

The last few years have witnessed major changes in the international
environment surrounding the United Nations.54 With the end of the
Cold War, the United States began actively to promote the solution
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of regional disputes through the United Nations, as seen in the matter
of Angola, Nicaragua, and Cambodia. The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait
in the summer of 1990 and the Security Council endorsement of US-
led multilateral enforcement action against Iraq heralded a new era
of activism on the part of the United Nations in the maintenance of
international peace and security.

To Japan, the American decision to turn to the United Nations to
apply Chapter VII sanctions against Iraq, and later to authorize the
use of military action to enforce them, put the government and the
public in a serious dilemma. How could Japan cooperate with the
United States as well as fulfil the obligations of a responsible mem-
ber state in the context of a UN military enforcement action? The
initial reaction of the government to requests for active contributions
was both cautious and slow. With growing international pressure, es-
pecially from the United States, the government in the end provided
a financial contribution amounting to US$9 billion and later sent
minesweepers to the Persian Gulf as a symbolic gesture of presence.
It also submitted to the Diet, in the summer of 1990, a UN Peace Co-
operation Bill, which, in its final draft, would have authorized the par-
ticipation of Self-Defence Forces personnel in non-combat roles.
Foreseeing difficulties, the Bill was withdrawn shortly before even
being put to a vote in the Lower House.

The international demand for demonstrative Japanese contri-
butions to the Gulf operation, and the half-hearted response by the
government, provoked a major controversy over the fundamental
principles of Japan’s UN policy and role in the international com-
munity. At the heart of the matter was Japan’s participation in UN
peace-keeping operations. Again, in the fall of 1991, the government
submitted to the Diet a law entitled ‘‘Cooperation for the United Na-
tions Peace-keeping Operations and Other Operations.’’ The age-
long agenda of Japanese participation in UN peace-keeping activ-
ities became the primary topic of a national debate that lasted nearly
a year. Significant changes emerged in the course of this debate at the
level of both public opinion and party politics.

Opinion polls, which indicated strong opposition to the dispatch of
Self-Defence Forces in the summer of 1990, showed a clear increase a
year later in those in support of their dispatch in connection with UN
peace-keeping activities. More important was the reorientation in the
attitude of the opposition parties as they engaged in the debate over
the proposed law. In particular, the second-largest opposition party,
Komeito, and the fourth-largest opposition party, Minshato, which
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together formed the centrist coalition, began to shift their position
towards approval of the participation of the Self-Defence Forces in
UN peace-keeping activities. Shakaito, the largest opposition party,
maintained its opposition to the dispatch of Self-Defence Forces
overseas. However, even this group revealed some subtle changes in
recognizing the need to utilize the capacity of the Self-Defence
Forces for international cooperation. While each party maintained
its specific claims to ensure control over the Self-Defence Forces, it
focused more and more on examining ways of realizing Japan’s inter-
national contribution through its participation in peace-keeping activ-
ities. A major breakthrough was achieved when the UN peace-
keeping cooperation law was passed by the Diet on 15 June 1992.

The passage of the law had immediate implications. The govern-
ment informed the United Nations of its readiness to dispatch troops
for peace-keeping activities. Three observers were sent to monitor
elections in Angola. The first large-scale dispatch of Self-Defence
Forces was to Cambodia in September. The forces consisted of 8 mil-
itary observers, a 600-member construction unit, and 75 civilian po-
lice. In May 1993, another 40 Self-Defence Forces joined the United
Nations Operation in Mozambique (ONUMOZ).

It is important to note that, although the UN peace-keeping co-
operation law enables the Japanese government to participate in
peace-keeping activities, it carefully prescribes the basic principles
under which Japanese participation is to be put to effect. The follow-
ing principles are particularly relevant in judging the possible range
of activities that Japan foresees in its involvement. First, the peace-
keeping has to be based on the existence of an agreement to cease
armed conflict and, furthermore, to maintain the cessation by all par-
ties to the conflict. Second, the consent to Japan’s participation in
peace-keeping operations has to be obtained from the host countries
as well as from the parties to the conflict. Third, the peace-keeping
forces have to maintain a position of impartiality without leaning to-
wards any specific party. The Japanese readiness to contribute troops
to UN peace-keeping activities is very clearly confined to the so-
called Chapter 61

2 traditional peace-keeping operations. It does not
provide for involvement in peace-enforcement activity under Chap-
ter VII. The cautious Japanese reaction to Secretary-General
Boutros-Ghali’s Agenda for Peace proposal must be viewed in the
light of the delicate domestic consensus-building that preceded the
adoption of the UN peace-keeping cooperation law.

A second issue of Japanese UN policy that is likely to arouse
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greater momentum is its claim to permanent membership of the Se-
curity Council. The Cambodian issue was a regional conflict of par-
ticular interest to Japan. The five permanent members of the Security
Council held secret talks on a comprehensive settlement that fore-
saw a UN peace-keeping operation and a UN-supervised election.
The Japanese government insisted that it be kept informed of devel-
opments that might bring about an arrangement with enormous fin-
ancial implications, and from which it was denied from making any
input. As the second-largest donor to the UN budget, with an assess-
ment of 12.45 per cent, Japan has felt consistently denied its repres-
entation rights in contrast with the contributions of three of the per-
manent members – the United Kingdom, France, and China – which
total only 11.8 per cent. Whereas financial and budgetary matters are
functions of the General Assembly, those belonging to peace-keeping
operations are decided upon by the Security Council, with primary
involvement of the permanent five members. Japan has tried to over-
come its disadvantaged position by setting up, for example, in the
case of the UN Transitional Authority in Cambodia operation, a con-
sultative mechanism consisting of Japan, Germany, Canada, Austra-
lia, and Indonesia in addition to the permanent five.

The issue of equitable representation on and increase in the mem-
bership of the Security Council has become an agenda of the General
Assembly. Seventy-four countries presented their views to the 48th
General Assembly in 1993. Over 100 countries referred to this particu-
lar question in the course of the general debate. Recognition for the
need to expand the membership of the Security Council is rapidly
gaining support. The permanent members no longer insist that re-
organization is necessary. However, there is still widespread division
as to the size of Security Council membership. Considerable support
seems to exist for adding Germany and Japan to permanent member-
ship.

Japan has not hidden its interest in gaining a permanent seat. How-
ever, it has maintained a relatively discreet position in order to fore-
stall any backlash. In fact, the Hosokowa cabinet, which consists of
seven parties that were in opposition to the dominant Liberal Demo-
cratic Party, may be more inclined to refrain from taking a great
power posture. Nevertheless, the time is ripe for a major review and
reorganization of the United Nations in 1995 when it will observe its
50th anniversary. Japan is expected to make the most of the changing
tide by actively contributing to a wide range of UN activities. The test
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will be how soon it can attain its goal as a matter of the most natural
course of development.
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7

The Netherlands and the
United Nations: The future lies
in the past

Peter Baehr

Introduction

What will happen in the future is, to a great extent, determined by
the past. In this paper we look at issues that have been the concern
of the Netherlands in the United Nations in the past, discuss di-
lemmas they raised, and look at possible future developments.

This paper has been prepared by a study group consisting of aca-
demicians and officials of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, act-
ing in their personal capacity. Case-studies were prepared on issues
in the United Nations in which the Netherlands has been or is cur-
rently strongly involved. The selection of the cases contains an ob-
vious subjective element. It may have led to a disproportionate de-
gree of attention being paid to some issues, at the expense of other
issues. Nevertheless, the authors feel that, taken as a whole, the pa-
per provides a fair picture of Dutch interests expressed in the United
Nations. The findings of the case-studies form an integral part of this
paper. This chapter summarizes the results of the studies and con-
tains general observations and conclusions.1

The following people have also contributed to this chapter: Monique Castermans, Henk Gajen-
taan, Jan Hoekema, Dick Leurdijk, Nico Schrijver, and Rob Siekmann.
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The Netherlands’ position in the United Nations

General background

On the basis of criteria such as size of territory and population, the
Netherlands belongs to the category of ‘‘small nations.’’ The country
ranks on a world scale 135th in size of geographical area (16,000
square miles) and 53rd in population size (14.9 million). Yet, on the
basis of economic data alone, it may be considered a middle-rank
power. It is 14th in rank in annual GNP per capita.2 Be it small or
medium-sized, in either case the new worldwide organization was
seen from the outset by the Dutch as of great importance. It meant
a continuation of efforts begun under the League of Nations to
achieve collective security. It was also meant to be a further stimulus
to the establishment of the rule of law in the world – a traditional
feature of Dutch policy dating back to the times of Hugo Grotius
(1583–1645). Owing to its geographical location, the Dutch economy
from time immemorial has been dominated by its dependence on in-
ternational trade. Such trade has always greatly depended on free-
dom of the high seas – mare liberum. This explains the traditional
Dutch interest in the development of international law in general
and the law of the sea in particular. In view of its strong commercial
interests and its relatively weak military position, the maintenance of
international peace has always been a foremost goal of Dutch govern-
ments. Johan de Witt, the famous seventeenth-century statesman, put
it in the following terms: ‘‘The interest of the State demands that
there be quiet and peace everywhere and that commerce be con-
ducted in an unrestricted way.’’ These words have remained a maxim
of Dutch foreign policy ever since.

A strong attachment to principles of international law is linked to a
desire to work for the improvement of the international political and
economic situation. In modern times, this has found its expression in
an emphasis on international development cooperation and respect
for human rights. The legal tradition and the wish to improve condi-
tions in the world act as mutually reinforcing factors. Both find ex-
pression in the Dutch support for international organizations.

Ever since its establishment, the United Nations has been a con-
stant theme in Dutch foreign policy.3 The Netherlands has shown a
constructive engagement with the aims and principles laid down in
the Charter of the United Nations. It sought an active role in the Se-
curity Council, offered troops for peace-keeping operations, and took
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various diplomatic initiatives. There have also been periods, such as
the 1980s, of less explicit involvement in UN matters. This has, how-
ever, definitely changed in the 1990s, as can be seen from, inter alia,
the deployment of almost 3,000 peace-keeping personnel and the suc-
cessful bid for the seat of the Organization for the Prohibition of
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) and the seat for the International War
Crimes Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia. Dutch UN policy has
been characterized by a mixture of engagement, appreciation, disap-
pointment, frustration, and hope. Seen from the national level, it has
largely been a consensus policy, given the broad support the United
Nations has always received in parliament.

Dutch policy of support of the United Nations found its expression
in active contributions to efforts to strengthen the United Nations and
to streamline its functioning. The latter element is even considered a
cornerstone of Dutch UN policy. The government was regularly put
under pressure by parliamentarians to take initiatives in rationalizing
the procedures and structures of the United Nations. This explains its
preoccupation during the 1980s – aside from the policy fields dealt
with in this chapter – with more general Western concerns, such as
the questions of universality, bloc voting, automatic majorities, the
voting rights of micro-states, double talk, politicization, paper resolu-
tions, the number of speeches, and the lack of democracy in most
member states. Since the mid-1960s, criticism of the United Nations
has been formulated more emphatically than before; it peaked in
the mid-1970s, without ever compromising Dutch membership of the
United Nations. The argument has always been that it is better to
participate in a critical manner than to withdraw.

A retrospective of 17 years of parliamentary debates about Dutch
participation in the United Nations has shown that discussions fo-
cused on the question of how active its diplomats were in negotia-
tions and where and when they should take initiatives. Confronted
with pressure from parliament to take the lead in its role as ‘‘pilot
country,’’ the government repeatedly stressed the need for proper
preparation, including the seeking of sufficient international support.
There was consensus about the role the Netherlands could play, espe-
cially in the field of international development cooperation, in estab-
lishing a bridge between the interests of the rich and the poor coun-
tries.

Dutch UN policy has been incorporated in a gradual development
of the European integration process. As part of that process, the 12
member states of the European Union have, since the 1970s, shown
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a tendency, in the context of European Political Cooperation, toward
regular consultations in New York, Geneva, and Brussels, in an effort
to harmonize their policies in the United Nations as much as possible.
This was further strengthened by the coming into force on 1 Novem-
ber 1993 of the Maastricht Treaty on European Union, which pro-
vides for a common foreign and security policy.

The role of non-governmental organizations in the field of Dutch
foreign policy is unique in the sense that there appear to be more of
such ‘‘single-issue groups’’ dealing with matters related to foreign
policy than in other Western democracies. Since 1945, the number
of such organizations and associations in Dutch society that deal
with international problems or relations with other countries has
increased dramatically, from about 24 to more than 200 in 1993.4
Many of these groups or ‘‘action committees’’ have a geographical
focus and address themselves to a particular region or country.
Thus, in the Netherlands there exist such committees dealing with
southern Africa, Western Sahara, Indonesia, Viet Nam, Sri Lanka,
Palestine, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Chile, and many other countries.
There are also organizations with a more functional focus. Well-
known examples are: the Dutch section of Amnesty International
(which is the second-largest national section of that organization,
trailing only that in the United States), the Netherlands Organiza-
tion for International Assistance (NOVIB), promoting aid to devel-
oping countries, the Inter-Church Peace Council (IKV), advocating
nuclear disarmament, and the Helsinki Committee, promoting the
‘‘Helsinki process’’ in the Conference on Security and Cooperation
in Europe. In 1987, the Dutch Association for the United Nations
(NVVN) was re-established, which aims at the promotion of the pur-
poses of the United Nations in the Netherlands; it is a member of
the World Federation of United Nations Associations (WFUNA).
Greenpeace, whose international headquarters is located in Amster-
dam, and ‘‘Milieu Defensie’’ (Environment Defence) are organiza-
tions that work for the protection of the human environment.

These groups’ major sources of influence would seem to be moral
appeal, mobilization potential, and the provision of reliable informa-
tion. They draw public attention to international problems that other-
wise might be ignored. They speak out more freely against manifesta-
tions of injustice abroad in cases where a government might hesitate
to do so for fear of violating the domestic jurisdiction of another
state.5

The Dutch government has always included representatives of non-
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governmental organizations in its delegations to the General Assem-
bly of the United Nations and to other international conferences, for
example the International Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro and the World Conference on Human
Rights in 1993 in Vienna.

The founding of the United Nations

From the beginning, the Netherlands strongly supported the United
Nations. It achieved membership of the Security Council four times:
in 1946, in 1951–1952, in 1965–1966, and in 1983–1984. This does not
mean, however, that the Netherlands fully favoured the way the new
organization was established. Directly after World War II, it still had
the ambition to be, if not one of the major powers, at least one of the
middle rank. The Dutch government called attention to the fact that
it had almost 80 million subjects – 9 million of whom lived in Europe
and 70 million in the Dutch East Indies. That was one of the reasons
it strongly objected to the veto power of the permanent members of
the Security Council. In an interview in August 1946, Foreign Minis-
ter Eelco van Kleffens called the veto a violation of democratic prin-
ciples:

The small powers have reached a mature judgement a long time ago. They
do not wish to be treated as minors and they feel sick of being told time and
again that the big ones have such awesome obligations. After all, they re-
member only too well how the major powers discharged their obligations,
that they brought war and destruction instead of peace. It would at least be
desirable to limit the veto to a few clearly defined items.6

In a memorandum on the Dumbarton Oaks proposals for a United
Nations Organization the Netherlands objected to the veto; it pro-
posed instead that a ‘‘yes’’ vote of at least three of the then six non-
permanent members of the Council should be needed for any sub-
stantive decision.7 The Netherlands and the other small powers were,
however, unsuccessful in these efforts. The major powers made clear
that for them it was a matter of a world organization with a veto or no
world organization at all.8 The Big Five told the other nations in so
many words that there could be no question of the kind of semi-
major power status for the Netherlands and other allied powers that
Van Kleffens had in mind. The Netherlands was not very successful
either in its efforts to introduce more specific references to interna-
tional law in the Charter. Thus it proposed to insert in Chapter I,
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sub 1, after the words ‘‘to maintain international peace and security’’
the words ‘‘in conformity with the elementary principles of morality
and justice and on the basis of due regard to international law.’’9

It was a small consolation that there was widespread support for
keeping the seat of the International Court of Justice – one of the
six main organs of the United Nations – in the Hague. A Yugoslav
motion expressing gratitude to the Netherlands for its hospitality to
the Permanent Court of International Justice, but recommending
that the new one be established elsewhere, did not even reach a
vote.10

When the UN Charter came up for ratification in the Dutch parlia-
ment, both the government and several members of parliament ex-
pressed misgivings about the results of the San Francisco Confer-
ence. They wondered whether the new organization would be strong
enough to uphold international law against the great powers. Still, as
Voorhoeve puts it, the government felt it better to join without hope
than to stay out; there was no viable alternative.11

The Netherlands in the United Nations

From the very beginning, the Netherlands participated actively in UN
activities. It rendered military assistance to the UN Truce Supervision
Organization (UNTSO) established in 1949 to supervise the truce
agreements between Israel and the Arab states. It took an active mil-
itary part in the Korean War, which was seen as a beginning of collec-
tive security operations by the United Nations – though not quite in
the manner envisioned in the Charter. Dutch peace-keeping commit-
ments fell to a minimum during the second half of the 1980s after its
withdrawal from the UN Interim Force in Lebanon, but rose slowly
to a level of 3,000 men at the beginning of the 1990s.

The Netherlands supported efforts to make the United Nations
into a universal organization and did, for instance, not join in efforts
to keep Franco’s Spain out of the United Nations. At first it sup-
ported, then later it abstained on Communist China’s claim to re-
place Nationalist China in the United Nations; it was one of the
first Western states to extend diplomatic recognition to the People’s
Republic (1950).

From the outset, it gave strong support to the UN specialized agen-
cies and to economic cooperation within the UN framework. It has
made relatively high voluntary contributions to UN programmes
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such as the UN Development Programme, the UN Population Fund,
and the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees.

A number of Dutch individuals have served in important positions
in UN organs: G. J. van Heuven Goedhart was the first High Com-
missioner for Refugees (1951–1956), Adrian Pelt served as Special
Representative to the Secretary-General and was UN Commissioner
in Libya (1950–1952), Addeke Boerma was director-general of the
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO; 1968–1975), Johannes
Witteveen was director of the International Monetary Fund (IMF;
1973–1978), Jan Pronk was deputy secretary-general of the UN Con-
ference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD; 1980–1986), and
Theo van Boven was director of the Human Rights Division (1977–
1982).12 From 1985 to 1992, the present Foreign Minister, Peter
Kooijmans, was special rapporteur on torture for the Commission
on Human Rights. Max van der Stoel serves as special rapporteur
on Iraq to the Commission on Human Rights.

Support for international organizations, in particular the United
Nations, has been a long-standing feature of Dutch foreign policy.
The constitution explicitly mentions the promotion of the rule of law
in international relations as a task for the national government.13
Subsequent Dutch governments have expressed themselves strongly
in support of such organizations. A major reorganization of the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs was effectuated in the early 1960s to empha-
size the importance given to international organization affairs and to
development cooperation. To pursue a global policy is considered to
be in the Dutch national interest.14 Only the activities of the United
Nations with regard to Indonesian independence met with strong
criticism from the Dutch. That case shows how ideas about the impor-
tance of the establishment of the rule of law in international relations
may change – if only temporarily – once a country is itself the target
of actions by the Security Council. It is no coincidence that, at the
time, public opinion in the Netherlands with regard to the United
Nations was least favourable.15 The Indonesian question is looked
at briefly next, because it shaped early attitudes of the Dutch toward
the United Nations and of the outside world toward the Netherlands.

The Indonesian question

The Netherlands was confronted with its own principles regarding the
establishment of the rule of law in international relations in 1947,
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when the question of Indonesian independence came before the
United Nations. The Netherlands considered it a domestic matter in
which, according to Article 2, paragraph 7, of the Charter, the United
Nations had no competence. The international community, however,
took a different view.

When the first Dutch ‘‘police action’’ took place against the newly
established (but not yet internationally recognized) Republic of Indo-
nesia in 1947, Australia and India put the matter on the agenda of the
Security Council. India considered the situation a threat to interna-
tional peace and security, while Australia saw it as a breach of the
peace under Article 39 of the Charter. The Netherlands rejected the
authority of the Security Council to deal with the matter, which it
considered to be strictly a matter of domestic jurisdiction. According
to the Dutch, the police action took place fully within its own sover-
eignty; it was a matter not of war, but merely of the restoration of law
and order.16 The debates eventually resulted in a truce agreement
and the installation of a Committee of Good Offices.

Far more serious, however, was the situation during the second po-
lice action in December 1948, when the Netherlands took strong mil-
itary action against the Indonesian forces, which resulted in the de-
tention of the principal Indonesian leaders. When the Security Council
convened in emergency session, the United States accused the Neth-
erlands of having violated the truce agreement of 1947. Some mem-
bers of the Council wanted enforcement measures taken against the
Netherlands. Eventually, a call was made for cessation of the hostil-
ities and the release of the Indonesian leaders. The Dutch represent-
ative rejected the Security Council’s authority to deal with the mat-
ter. He argued that the UN Charter dealt only with relations among
sovereign states – which the Republic of Indonesia was not. More-
over, the matter belonged entirely to the domestic jurisdiction of the
Netherlands. Finally, he argued that the situation did not present a
threat to international peace and security.17 The members of the
Security Council were, however, not convinced by the Dutch argu-
ments. Under considerable pressure from the United States and
other Council members, the Netherlands was forced to agree to a
round table conference of all parties concerned. This led eventually
to the establishment of Indonesia as an independent – as well as
sovereign – state.

The Dutch ‘‘trauma of decolonization’’18 reached a final phase in
1961 when Foreign Minister Joseph Luns tried in vain to have the
General Assembly adopt a trusteeship arrangement for Western
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New Guinea (nowadays called West Irian), the only part of the
Netherlands East Indies that thus far had not been handed over to
the Indonesians. His belated appeal to grant self-determination to
the local population – the Papuans – failed because, among the ma-
jority of the Afro-Asian states, loyalty to Indonesia prevailed. Nor
was the Netherlands successful in obtaining the full support of its
Western allies – the United States in particular.19 Although the
‘‘Luns Plan’’ was presented in terms of self-determination, it was in
fact a final effort by the Netherlands to retain a role in part of its for-
mer colonial empire. This effort might have been successful in earlier
years; now it was destined to fail. The difference with the issue of In-
donesian independence was, however, that this time the competence
of the United Nations to deal with the matter was fully accepted.

In the early 1960s, the Netherlands did an about-turn. It voted in
favour of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colo-
nial Countries and Peoples.20 In subsequent years, it continued to
vote in support of similar resolutions.

Chapter outline

The Netherlands has used the United Nations as a forum to achieve
results in a number of concrete policy fields. Development co-
operation has been for many years a main item of Dutch foreign policy
as formulated by the government, and supported by parliament, pub-
lic opinion, and all political parties. To a somewhat more limited ex-
tent, this holds also for policy in the field of human rights. At least
since the late 1970s, the government has made strong efforts to show
itself in the vanguard of the struggle for the improvement of respect
for human rights all over the world. In these efforts it has tried to
cooperate with ‘‘like-minded’’ countries, such as Canada, Denmark,
Norway, and Sweden. As part of its efforts to work on behalf of the
establishment of the rule of law in international relations in general
and to strengthen the role of the United Nations in the field of inter-
national peace and security, the Netherlands has tried to play a role
in the area of peace-keeping. Another effort in this field has been its
policy toward the establishment of a system of fact-finding. As a small
nation dependent on outside support for its national security, it was a
founding member of the NATO alliance. Yet it has always seen it as a
national interest to make a contribution to regional and global dis-
armament and arms control. A UN role in those fields has been not-
ably supported where a universal approach was found useful: chem-
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ical and biological weapons and the non-proliferation of nuclear arms.
Traditionally, the Netherlands has supported strong measures for the
verification of those agreements, which is in line with the legal tradi-
tion of strengthening the international legal order. As one of the most
densely populated countries in the world, the Netherlands has shown
a natural interest in issues of population policy, which greatly in-
creased after the adoption of more liberal attitudes in this field by a
large proportion of the Dutch people. Finally, owing to its geograph-
ical position on the Rhine estuary and on the borders of the North
Sea and in view of its high level of industrialization, the Netherlands
in particular has a strong interest in the maintenance and improve-
ment of the human environment.

In the following section a survey is given of Dutch efforts in the
United Nations in these policy issues in which it has expressed a spe-
cial concern.

Issues of particular concern to the Netherlands

International development cooperation

Since the early 1960s, development aid has been a main theme in
the foreign policy of the Netherlands, whatever the political composi-
tion – centre–left or centre–right – of the government. In 1992, the
Netherlands spent the equivalent of US$2.54 million on net official
development assistance, which was about 0.86 per cent of GNP. The
Netherlands and Norway have for many years alternated in spending
the largest percentage of GNP on development aid. The other Scan-
dinavian countries, Sweden and Denmark, have been close runners
up. About 31 per cent of official Dutch development assistance is des-
tined for multilateral agencies, mainly the institutions of the World
Bank, the European Development Fund, UNDP, and other UN
agencies and regional development banks.

The interest of the Netherlands in development cooperation dates
back to the late 1940s and early 1950s, when it, among others, ac-
tively participated in the debates and negotiations on development
financing, which resulted in the establishment of the early UN tech-
nical assistance programmes (1948), the UN Special Fund (1958),
and the International Development Association as a new World
Bank affiliate (1960).21 The interest of the Netherlands in issues of
development policy increased strongly after the termination of the
dispute over Western New Guinea.
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Since 1963, the Dutch government has always included a Minister
for Development Cooperation – first at junior minister level, since
1965 at cabinet level. This minister’s task was to supervise bilateral
and multilateral development aid programmes and to coordinate de-
velopment policy among various ministries. In order to promote the
intensive involvement of various segments of Dutch society in the
formulation of government policy with regard to development co-
operation, the government instituted the National Advisory Council
for Development Cooperation (NAR) in 1964. This is a permanent
council, which advises the government on request or on its own initia-
tive. The Council is intended to represent the cultural, economic, and
social segments of Dutch society. Its members are appointed by the
Minister for Development Cooperation and selected on the basis of
their personal expertise and their active interest in the subject. Parlia-
ment created a permanent committee for development cooperation,
which focused its attention on major lines of policy toward the third
world. During the 1960s, public awareness in the Netherlands of third
world economic and social problems also increased considerably. A
number of non-governmental organizations dealing with develop-
ment problems was established.

Some of these non-governmental organizations and ‘‘action com-
mittees’’ are indirectly government-financed through the National
Commission for Development Information and Education (NCO),
which was set up in the 1970s to stimulate interest among the Dutch
public in the problems faced by third world countries. This has at
times led to considerable political controversy, when a government
composed of right-of-centre political parties questioned why the ac-
tivities of groups that were mainly left-of-centre (the anti-apartheid
movement and activist country committees such as the one on Indo-
nesia) should be financed from public funds. Although on occasion
subsidies were cut, the system has, however, survived.

In the United Nations, the Netherlands took an active part in the
preparations for the Second Development Decade, including the co-
sponsorship of a number of preparatory resolutions during the years
1967–1969. Nobel prize winner Jan Tinbergen was one of many lead-
ing Dutch academicians and politicians who worked on the further
elaboration of policy regarding development cooperation. In 1964,
he was appointed to be the first chairman of the Dutch National Ad-
visory Council for Development Cooperation. Tinbergen also headed
the UN Committee for Development Planning – a committee consist-
ing of non-governmental experts and scholars – which had a major
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impact on the formulation of international strategy for the Second
Development Decade.

This overview focuses on a discussion of (a) one notable Dutch ini-
tiative for a ‘‘Charter for Development’’ and (b) the Netherlands’ at-
titude towards the various UN development decades and strategies.
Other initiatives and trends in Dutch development policy are given
less attention.

A notable initiative in the field of development policy was under-
taken by the Netherlands in 1965, when it launched its proposal to
formulate a ‘‘Charter for Development.’’ Such a Charter would con-
tain a well-considered equilibrium of mutual socio-economic and cul-
tural rights and obligations in the field of development, including:
– the right of all peoples to share in the world’s expanding prosper-

ity;
– the necessity to take into account the particular requirements of

developing countries in an effort to shape a new world economy;
– guidelines for the proper exploitation and utilization of natural re-

sources;
– principles of economic cooperation applicable to the world com-

munity as a whole;
– the right of all peoples to share in the world’s knowledge.22

In 1966, the Netherlands submitted a draft resolution that re-
quested the Secretary-General to prepare a concise and systematic
survey of already existing principles, directives, and guidelines for ac-
tion in the field of development. This resolution was adopted by the
General Assembly by consensus.23 It recognized that the formulation
of a consolidated statement of the rights and duties of peoples and
nations might sustain and enhance international development efforts
and cooperation and could help to enlist wider public support for the
strengthening of development policies. The following year, the Neth-
erlands submitted a memorandum on this question,24 but it did not
insist on its incorporation in the resolution on the preparation for
the Second Development Decade.25

In subsequent years, the Netherlands did not return to its proposal,
for a number of reasons. First of all, other Western countries were
not very keen to formulate such a Charter. Some of them were not
willing to accept any international obligations in the field of develop-
ment cooperation through such a Charter. Others feared that it could
erode the UN Charter itself, in particular the obligations arising from
its Chapter IX on principles and aims of international economic and
social cooperation. At the multilateral level, the specialized agencies,

National policies on the United Nations

282



UN organs, and other intergovernmental institutions had hardly re-
sponded to a questionnaire sent out by the Secretary-General. Con-
current initiatives, such as the formulation of an International Devel-
opment Strategy for the Second Development Decade by the UN
Committee for Development Planning and the report Partners in De-
velopment issued by the Pearson Committee, had more appeal to the
member states.

The Netherlands took an active part in discussions at the United
Nations on the establishment of a New International Economic Or-
der, and worked closely with such like-minded countries as Canada,
New Zealand, and the Scandinavian countries. This supplemented
the sometimes negative common denominator in the policies of the
members of the OECD (the ‘‘B-group’’) or the European Commun-
ities. This policy of ad hoc coalitions with like-minded countries was
pursued during major sessions of the UN General Assembly, e.g.
those on the establishment of a New International Economic Order
in 1974 and 1975 and in the context of UNCTAD. In the 1960s and
1970s, UNCTAD was considered by many as the prime mover for
more equitable international economic relations and in particular as
the central forum for commodity negotiations.

In the 1970s, the Netherlands advocated structural changes in the
relations between the North and the South. It was at times even iden-
tified as the 78th member of the Group of 77! This active develop-
ment cooperation policy had to be embedded in overall Dutch for-
eign policy and balanced with its other main objectives, including
the promotion of European political cooperation and the protection
of national and business interests.

In the latter half of the 1970s, policy coordination in the context of
the European Communities gained considerable importance, and the
Netherlands put additional emphasis on cooperation with its Euro-
pean partners. This became especially evident during the Paris-based
North–South dialogue (1975–1977) in which 19 developing nations,
17 developed countries, and the EEC participated. However, in sub-
sequent years, not all members of the European Communities were
prepared to accept far-reaching commitments to new development
measures. This appeared especially on the issue of the allocation of
0.7 per cent of GNP to official development assistance during the
adoption of the Second UN Development Decade resolution (DD
II).

In the course of the 1980s, the nature of the North–South discus-
sions changed. Less emphasis was given to overall development strat-
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egies and more attention was paid to specific themes such as the de-
velopment problems of Africa and international debt issues. An ex-
ception was the active participation by the Netherlands in the draft-
ing of the UN Declaration on the Right to Development, which was
adopted in 1986.26

Throughout the years, Dutch development cooperation policy re-
tained the following basic characteristics: a structurally determined
relatively high budget was set aside for development aid (approx-
imately 1.5 per cent of Net National Income); development co-
operation policy was structurally oriented, with a view to integrating
the development dimensions of policies on international trade, com-
modities, and agriculture, as well as financial and monetary policies.
Basic objectives of Dutch development cooperation policy have been
since then: (1) the economic, social, and political emancipation of de-
veloping countries and their participation in international economic
decision-making, and (2) the alleviation of the poverty of people
living on or below a decent minimum living standard.

Human rights

The Netherlands government has for a number of years given high
priority in its foreign policy to human rights. It considers human
rights, in the words of a policy memorandum published in 1979, ‘‘an
essential part of its foreign policy.’’27 That policy memorandum still
contains the main lines of Dutch human rights policy, both within and
without the United Nations. In 1987 and 1991, the government pub-
lished brief follow-ups to the 1979 memorandum in which some of the
policy items were reiterated and expanded.

As a founding member of the United Nations, the Netherlands
committed itself from the outset to the promotion and encourage-
ment of ‘‘respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for
all without distinction as to race, sex, language or religion.’’28 It
served four times as a member of the UN Commission on Human
Rights: 1961–1966, 1970–1975, 1980–1985, and again since 1992,
which should be considered as an indication of the government’s in-
terest in the subject.

In 1946, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) adopted a
resolution asking UN member states to set up national advisory com-
missions on human rights affairs.29 The Dutch government estab-
lished such a commission to review the problem of human rights in
its entirety and, when so requested, to give advice to the govern-
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ment. Its activities concerned mainly the draft of a Universal Declara-
tion on Human Rights, which had been prepared by the UN Commis-
sion on Human Rights. The Dutch government accepted the main
points of the advisory commission’s report, including its support
for the idea of having a separate declaration and a separate legally
binding covenant. However, when it turned out that the General As-
sembly, for the time being, would adopt merely a non-binding de-
claration, Dutch enthusiasm waned. Nevertheless, given the lack of
support for its views among other states, the Netherlands supported
the final draft of the Universal Declaration. It did try – together
with Lebanon and Brazil – to include a reference to the divine origin
of the human person. This effort met with strong opposition, in par-
ticular from the communist bloc countries, and was not accepted.
Other Dutch initiatives aiming to safeguard the family as the corner-
stone of society and to weaken the proposed article that dealt with
the right to seek asylum were equally unsuccessful.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the Netherlands adopted a rather
passive attitude with regard to South Africa’s policy of apartheid,
mainly in view of what it called its ‘‘special historical and cultural
ties’’ with that country. It took part only rarely in the debates on the
issue in the General Assembly and abstained when called to vote on
resolutions that condemned South Africa. Although it rejected apart-
heid in principle and supported the competence of the United Na-
tions to debate racial discrimination as a violation of fundamental hu-
man rights, it considered apartheid as a matter ‘‘essentially within the
domestic jurisdiction’’ of South Africa, under Article 2, paragraph 7,
of the UN Charter, which precluded United Nations intervention.
However, in the late 1950s a gradual change of attitude occurred. In
1959, the Dutch delegate on the Special Political Committee argued
that, as apartheid continued, the question should be raised whether
this domestic policy did not result in such serious atrocities that it
would be the duty of the United Nations to intervene on humanitar-
ian grounds.

From the outset, the Netherlands joined the other Western states
in favouring the drafting of two separate covenants on human rights
rather than one. It argued that civil and political rights were different
in nature from economic, social, and cultural rights. The former on
the whole envisage government abstention, whereas the latter de-
mand an engagement on the part of the government. Moreover, polit-
ical and civil rights are directly enforceable, while social–economic
rights can be only gradually realized. The communist bloc countries,
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on the other hand, insisted that all rights are inseparably intertwined
and therefore should be codified in one document. They argued that
the efforts on the part of the Western governments to separate the
two were intended to deny economic and social rights to their sub-
jects.

An item that obtained the full support of the Netherlands in the
1960s was the right of complaint for individuals. During the drafting
of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination, adopted by the General Assembly in 1965,
the Dutch delegation proposed to include a right to individual com-
plaint, in addition to the system of reporting by states and a right for
state parties to submit complaints. This proposal was accepted. The
following year, the Netherlands proposed to add to the draft Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights a right of complaint for indi-
viduals. The government considered it ‘‘a matter of principle that
the human being whose rights are violated, may by himself – if neces-
sary without the goodwill or the mercy of the state – seek redress.’’30
This proposal met with strong opposition, in particular on the part of
some of the Arab states. Thereupon, the Dutch delegation, together
with Nigeria, drafted an Optional Protocol, which was accepted by a
large majority.

During the 1970s, the Dutch government became more active in
the promotion of human rights, mainly as a result of growing do-
mestic public support for this item. During these years, the Nether-
lands pushed adoption of a Declaration Against Torture, which was
adopted by the General Assembly in 1975. Furthermore, the Dutch
delegation took initiatives with regard to the principles for universal
recognition of conscientious objection to military service, the Con-
vention on the elimination of discrimination against women, and the
Declaration against religious intolerance.

The Netherlands has used its membership of the UN Commission
on Human Rights to develop a number of initiatives. For example,
the Dutch, together with Sweden, steered the draft Convention
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment through the Commission toward final adoption
by the General Assembly in 1984.31

The Netherlands was actively involved in the drafting of the follow-
ing human rights documents: Principles of Medical Ethics in Relation
to Detained Persons; Principles of Conscientious Objection to Mil-
itary Service; the Declaration on the Right to Development; and the
Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of
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Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. Furthermore, the delega-
tion was involved in the steering of an Optional Protocol on the death
penalty and the Convention on the Rights of the Child – the second
of which was adopted by the General Assembly in its 1989 session.

In the field of implementation of human rights norms, the Nether-
lands cooperated with other states in trying to strengthen the role of
UN organs in the supervision of respect for human rights. The idea of
appointing a UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, launched by
Costa Rica and other countries in the 1950s and for years supported
by the Netherlands, met initially with strong opposition. That was one
of the reasons the Dutch and other delegations started to take initi-
atives for establishing fact-finding procedures and sought for ways to
make thorough studies of human rights situations by international or-
gans possible. One such initiative was the proposal (1975) to create
an ad hoc working group to study the situation in Chile. Later, this
working group was replaced by a special rapporteur, whose activities
received continued support from the Dutch. Similar initiatives con-
cerned the appointment of special representatives of the Secretary-
General or special rapporteurs to study the situation in El Salvador,
Guatemala, Iran, and Poland. The last appointment, in particular,
was quite remarkable, as it was the first time that the Commission
on Human Rights had taken such action in the case of a state that
belonged to the communist bloc (1982).

Proposals for fact-finding mechanisms in the field of human rights
were not limited to country situations alone. In the 1980s they were
supplemented by a thematic approach. Mainly in reaction to the con-
siderable number of ‘‘disappearances’’ in Latin American countries
such as Argentina, some delegations, including the Dutch, took the
initiative for the creation of the UN working group on disappear-
ances. In 1982, the Netherlands was among the initiators of a resolu-
tion – based on a suggestion by the UN Secretariat – calling for the
appointment of a special rapporteur on summary or arbitrary execu-
tions. Dutch support for this organ received additional stimulus by
the summary execution of 15 political opponents of the military re-
gime in the former Dutch colony of Suriname in December 1982.
Since then, the Netherlands has repeatedly called attention to the
situation in Suriname.

Finally, it was the Dutch delegation that took the first steps in the
creation of a special UN rapporteur on torture. It pointed out that, as
long as the proposed international convention on torture and the im-
plementation mechanisms contained therein had not yet come into
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force, it was necessary to create a monitoring system. Moreover, the
implementation mechanisms refer to states parties only. The special
rapporteur on torture was appointed in 1985. Incidentally, it can be
said that the initiatives for the creation of the above-mentioned fact-
finding organs achieved at least as much as – or more than – a UN
Commissioner for Human Rights would ever have been allowed to
accomplish. However, the proposal for a High Commissioner has
been revived and was adopted by the World Conference on Human
Rights in 1993 to be considered by the General Assembly ‘‘as a mat-
ter of priority.’’ It remains to be seen what functions such an organ, if
adopted, would be given.

In the early 1980s, the Netherlands also played a more active role
than before with regard to South African apartheid. It supported re-
commendations to cut oil deliveries to, and investments in, South
Africa. It co-sponsored resolutions calling for the suspension of new
investments and international loans to South Africa and proposing
the establishment of a trust fund for the victims of apartheid. In De-
cember 1984, the Security Council adopted a Dutch proposal calling
for an extension of the mandatory arms embargo of 1977 with a vol-
untary arms boycott against South Africa. The Dutch efforts to have
the United Nations deal with the situations in Iran and in China had
little success.

Peace-keeping

Since 1963, the Netherlands has put military units on stand-by to be
used for UN peace-keeping operations. Other nations such as the
Scandinavians who had made a similar stand-by offer regularly par-
ticipated in UN peace-keeping operations. However, in the 1960s
and early 1970s, apart from one small exception, the Secretary-
General did not call upon the Netherlands for this purpose. He
never stated explicitly why he did not do so. But presumably it had
something to do with the fact that the Netherlands was a faithful
NATO member and close ally of the United States. Also the fact
that it was a former colonial power, which for a long time continued
to hold on to a part of its empire (Western New Guinea), made the
Netherlands less suitable as a peacekeeper in the eyes of many coun-
tries of the third world. The only participation by Dutch military in
UN operations had so far consisted of serving as observers in a num-
ber of operations, e.g. in the Middle East and along the Indian–Pak-
istani armistice line in Kashmir. However, in 1979 the Netherlands
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was asked by the Secretary-General to participate in UNIFIL, the
United Nations peace-keeping operation in Lebanon.

The Dutch parliament was asked to approve the participation in
UNIFIL at a very late stage, when all initial preparations had al-
ready been made. It formally approved the operation, but also
adopted a motion in which it requested the government that, in view
of the major interests and personal risks involved, future decisions on
participation in UN peace-keeping operations were to be taken only
after prior consultation with parliament.

The original contribution consisted of an infantry battalion of
about 800 men. In July 1983, the Netherlands announced in the Se-
curity Council that it intended to withdraw its units if circumstances
did not change and UNIFIL remained incapable of fulfilling its man-
date. In October 1983, the force was reduced to a company-sized con-
tribution of about 150 men. In the period 1979–1981, the Netherlands
spent a total of more than 85 million guilders (about US$40 million)
on its contribution to UNIFIL, only half of which was reimbursed by
the United Nations. The reduction of the Dutch contribution resulted
in a restructuring of the contingent, involving lighter matériel and re-
duced costs.

In 1985, the Netherlands government decided to withdraw the
remaining Dutch units from UNIFIL. It explained the reasons for
this decision in a letter to the second chamber of parliament, which
formally approved it. In the letter, the government expressed its
concern over the inability of UNIFIL to fulfil its mandate and the
dangers encountered by the military personnel. On 24 October 1985
– the very day that the United Nations celebrated its fortieth anni-
versary – the Dutch UNIFIL soldiers returned home.

The withdrawal was not in violation of Dutch policy, announced at
the outset.32 It was, however, somewhat in contradiction with the
support for peace-keeping operations often enunciated by the Neth-
erlands government. Only one month before the withdrawal, on 25
September 1985, the Dutch Foreign Minister, in a speech to the Gen-
eral Assembly of the United Nations, had referred to peace-keeping
operations as one of the more successful actions of the organization.
He expressed concern over the fact that UNIFIL had not been able
to fulfil its mandate. In spite of the unsatisfactory situation in Leb-
anon, the Netherlands government expressed its gratitude to the
Secretary-General and his staff for their unrelenting efforts to im-
prove the situation.

It was a somewhat curious expression of that ‘‘gratitude’’ that the
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Netherlands decided unilaterally to withdraw its contingent, even be-
fore the semi-annual debate in the Security Council about the con-
tinuation of UNIFIL’s mandate had taken place. Its offer to retain a
‘‘symbolic unit’’ of a few military policemen was rejected by the
United Nations. The decision was even more curious, as, looking
from the outside, there seemed to be hardly any concrete reason for
it. The situation in Lebanon was less tense in October 1985 than six
months before, when the Israeli forces were in the process of with-
drawal. The Dutch forces had suffered no combat casualties. More-
over, to take part in peace-keeping operations entails certain ob-
vious risks, and soldiers who enlist for this task on a voluntary basis
should be expected to be aware of those risks. Interestingly enough,
the Netherlands government had been well aware of these risks back
in 1979, when it decided to participate in UNIFIL. It stated then that,
in view of its overall policy and in view of UNIFIL’s difficult situation
after the withdrawal of the Iranian contingent and the decrease by 50
per cent of the French contingent, these risks should not be consid-
ered decisive in the decision-making process.33

In fact, the main reasons for the withdrawal would seem to have
been of an internal nature: the desire on the part of the Ministry of
Defence to use the military personnel and matériel for their usual
NATO tasks and the Ministry of Finance’s reluctance to pay for the
rather costly operation. Views within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
were sharply divided. In the end, the economy-minded views pre-
vailed.

As to the duration of the operation, the government declared that
it adopted the views that were expressed by a Member of Parliament
during a debate regarding Dutch participation in UNIFIL, i.e. the
Dutch would remain in Lebanon as long as the Security Council
found it necessary, as long as they could properly fulfil their tasks,
as long as no open war broke out in the territory, as long as no ag-
gression was directed against the UN units, and as long as the United
Nations and the Dutch contingent had the confidence of the parties
concerned.34 By its unilateral decision to withdraw, the Netherlands
government put less emphasis on one of its own criteria (‘‘as long as
the Security Council finds it necessary’’). This makes its commitment
less reliable than could be expected.

On 19 December 1985, the Dutch government sent a note to the
UN Secretary-General concerning a revised offer of stand-by forces.
The offer was made to meet the most pressing needs of the United
Nations, especially at the start of a peace-keeping operation. The
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Dutch units would normally be available for a period of up to six
months. Though marines formed the main part of the offer, other
units could be designated in the light of circumstances and availabil-
ity. Preference would be given to the deployment of specialized units.
The offer was designed to ensure both rapid deployment and max-
imum flexibility in assembling specific units for UN duties in the long
term. In this way the Dutch government wished to underline its con-
tinuing support for UN operations as an instrument for the mainten-
ance of international peace and security. It stated that it considered
participation in peace-keeping operations as an integral part of its
security policy.

After the end of the Cold War, the Netherlands became one of
the main contributors – with military units, observers, and police
monitors – to UN peace-keeping operations (UNTAG – Namibia;
UNAVEM II – Angola; UNTAC – Cambodia; UNPROFOR – Yugo-
slavia; UNOMUR – Uganda–Rwanda; ONUMOZ – Mozambique).
According to official government policy, all military branches (army,
navy, and air force) can in principle participate in peace-keeping and
peace-enforcement operations. There is capacity to participate in a
maximum of four peace-keeping operations at one time. Apart from
national defence within the framework of NATO, peace-keeping in
its widest sense has become the main task of the armed forces.35

Fact-finding

In an effort to make a contribution to the establishment of the rule of
law in international relations, the Dutch government proposed set-
ting up a fact-finding mechanism within the United Nations.36 This
proposal was put before the General Assembly in 1962 and eventu-
ally resulted in the adoption of a considerably watered-down resolu-
tion in 1967.37

The original proposal of the Netherlands had been to bring about a
merger of various ad hoc organs and existing arrangements for fact-
finding and to create a permanent fact-finding body to institutionalize
these procedures. The basic idea behind the proposal was an old one,
already recognized at the peace conferences in the Hague in 1899 and
1907: to establish the facts in a particular case or dispute as a contri-
bution of its own to the solution of such a dispute. In the debate in
the Special Political Committee in December 1965, the Dutch repres-
entative, in discussing the peaceful settlement of disputes, remarked:
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In actual practice there are in nearly every dispute one or more aspects
where parties disagree about the facts and where factfinding can eliminate
at least that aspect of the dispute. . . . There have been several cases where
one country accused another of having pursued alleged invaders on the ter-
ritory of the other country and having molested the local population, or at-
tacked villages or killed citizens of the latter country. There have likewise
been complaints of bombing by foreign planes. Very often such allegations
have been denied. There have likewise been many complaints of foreign in-
tervention or subversion in the form of aid given to rebels or intruders, al-
legations which are almost invariably denied. In all such cases a fact-finding
mission on the spot can settle the dispute at least as far as the facts are con-
cerned.

The absence of such fact-finding had, in the view of the Dutch del-
egation, increased tensions in the past and contributed to a deteriora-
tion of the situation. When introducing the proposal in the General
Assembly, the Dutch delegate presented fact-finding as a sequel to
the principle of inquiry, one of the means to the peaceful settlement
of disputes listed in Article 33 of the Charter. Central to the Dutch
proposal were: its complementary character – i.e. complementary to
other, already existing, arrangements; its limitation to fact-finding,
thus not dealing with arrangements such as conciliation and arbitra-
tion; its optional character. The following tasks were envisioned for
the new institution: to check the observance of treaties; to discover
previously unknown facts; and to verify disputed facts.

International reception of the Dutch proposals was lukewarm, if
not outright hostile, either because they competed with similar pro-
posals of others, or because states were firmly opposed to the idea
as such. As one commentator put it, ‘‘facts’’ are usually not as neut-
ral and as objective as suggested in the Dutch proposals; they do not
speak for themselves.38

In particular, the idea of setting up a new permanent institution
met with little positive response. On 16 December 1963, the General
Assembly adopted a resolution,39 sponsored by the Dutch delega-
tion, on the question of methods of fact-finding that invited member
states to submit views on the subject. The Secretary-General was re-
quested to study the relevant aspects and to report on the results.
Only 12 countries responded to the request to submit their views.
The rapporteur had to conclude that most countries ‘‘did not attach
great importance to the matter.’’

The report by the Secretary-General40 was published in May 1964.
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It made clear that the General Assembly had established by far the
largest number of fact-finding bodies, most of them on an ad hoc
basis. The study covered 11 fact-finding bodies established by the Se-
curity Council since 1946, none of which was of a permanent nature.
It also covered cases where fact-finding missions had been conducted
under the Secretary-General’s own authority. The study made clear
how difficult it was to distinguish fact-finding from conciliation and
how a comprehensive concept like ‘‘inquiry’’ encompasses different
procedures like inspection, observation, and finding facts.

The report was used as an input for the discussion in autumn 1964
in the Special Committee dealing with principles of international law
concerning friendly relations and cooperation between states, to-
gether with a Dutch working paper on methods of fact-finding. The
Netherlands government had come to the conclusion that the ques-
tion deserved further study. It presented an outline of possibilities
for establishing a special organ for fact-finding. The Dutch felt that
any fact-finding body should always be auxiliary to higher, decision-
making bodies or to the parties in a dispute. The tasks of such a body
were to be determined by the goal of the investigation of facts,
events, situations, and circumstances.

There appeared at the time, however, to be little international sup-
port for the idea of institutionalizing fact-finding. Eventually, a res-
olution was adopted, introduced by the Netherlands, that asked the
Secretary-General to complete his earlier report by including fact-
finding as a means to secure the observance of treaties. This study
was published in April 1966.41

In the Netherlands the view had grown that fact-finding could now
be discussed on its own merits. A Dutch paper that contained a more
detailed plan for a permanent organ for fact-finding, its tasks, com-
position, and procedures, received little international support, how-
ever. In 1967, the General Assembly adopted a resolution42 recogniz-
ing the usefulness of impartial fact-finding as a means towards the
peaceful settlement of disputes. The resolution implied that existing
methods of fact-finding were not sufficiently used. It also distin-
guished fact-finding from reconciliation. Parties to a dispute may
more readily be prepared to use available machinery for fact-finding
in the knowledge that the investigation will be confined to reporting
the facts rather than in combination with efforts of reconciliation. In
its final operative paragraph the resolution requested the Secretary-
General to prepare a register of experts in international law who
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might be consulted, if the need arose. Such a Register of Experts was
eventually created. So far, however, no single appeal has ever been
made to this Register.

In presenting its proposal the Netherlands had two principal aims:
– to draw attention to the importance of fact-finding as a means of

solving disputes; and
– to institutionalize the concept by establishing a permanent UN or-

gan.
The first aim was to a large degree realized: the issue of fact-finding
was discussed at different levels of the UN structure, a study of the
issue was undertaken, the Secretariat published two reports on
methods of fact-finding, and the discussion was drawn into the politi-
cal sphere. However, institutionalization was realized only on paper.

Although considerable effort was displayed by Dutch diplomats to
launch the idea, they were unable to mobilize sufficient support for it,
even among their Western allies. One of the reasons for its failure
may have been its overly legal character. It is one thing to argue in
favour of the rule of law in international relations on an abstract
level, but quite another to create the institutions necessary for put-
ting that rule of law into practice.

In later years, the Netherlands tried to keep the issue on the polit-
ical agenda. During the 1970s and 1980s, it stressed with a certain
regularity the utility of fact-finding. On a number of occasions the
concept of fact-finding was referred to in various official documents.
Thus fact-finding was part of the discussions in the Special Commit-
tee on the Charter of the United Nations and on the Strengthening
of the Role of the Organization, established in 1975. In 1981 and
1983, the Netherlands referred to fact-finding in the debates in the
Sixth (Legal) Committee of the General Assembly.

In his 1982 report on the work of the organization, the Secretary-
General stated his intention to develop a wider and more systematic
capacity for fact-finding in potential conflict areas. His suggestion
was, of course, warmly welcomed by the Netherlands. However, in
his 1983 report the Secretary-General limited himself to repeating
the idea in the same words as the year before, without any further
clarification. He, in his turn, waited in vain for reactions from the
members of the Security Council, who had held a number of in-
formal consultations on the suggestions he had made as to the use,
misuse, or non-use of the United Nations, including fact-finding.

More recently, the issue of fact-finding has received renewed atten-
tion – this time also beyond the Netherlands. In March 1989, a group
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of Western states submitted a working paper in the Special Commit-
tee on the Charter,43 dealing exclusively with fact-finding by the
United Nations. According to this document, the United Nations
should make full use of the information-gathering capacities of the
Secretary-General and consider sending fact-finding missions to rel-
evant areas. He should be encouraged to prepare and update lists of
experts in technical fields so as to have them available at any time.
During the same session, two East European states – Czechoslovakia
and the German Democratic Republic – expressed an interest in the
subject. In a working paper44 they urged a strengthening of the fact-
finding capabilities of the United Nations, especially by the Security
Council in its role of maintaining international peace and security.
This document also reflected the spirit of ‘‘New Thinking’’ in the So-
viet Union’s ideas about strengthening the role of the United Nations
in world politics. In an aide-mémoire of September 1988,45 the Soviet
Union had already suggested strengthening the role of the General
Assembly by the dispatch of observation and fact-finding missions,
in agreement with the Security Council and with the consent of the
receiving countries. This was a theme that was to recur on several
occasions.

The Dutch representative in the 1989 session of the Special Com-
mittee stated that the presence of two separate documents on fact-
finding underscored the renewed interest in the subject. He referred,
by way of illustration, to the Declaration on the Prevention and Re-
moval of Disputes, adopted by the General Assembly in November
1988. In that document the direct use of impartial fact-finding or
good offices missions was recognized as a means to prevent the fur-
ther deterioration of international disputes. This confirmed, in the
Dutch view, the institutional basis for a UN fact-finding unit. The
Netherlands considered the prevailing international political situ-
ation conducive to investigating once again the feasibility of impar-
tial fact-finding.

During the discussion in the Sixth Committee of the report of the
Special Committee on the Charter in the fall of 1989, the representa-
tive of the United Kingdom praised the ‘‘intensive debate’’ on fact-
finding, while the Cuban delegate thought that there was still ‘‘a
universe of questions’’ involved that required further debate. In the
February–March 1990 session of the Special Committee, again two
separate working papers were submitted for discussion, leading sub-
sequently to a single text.46 East and West agreed on a definition of
fact-finding, either by sending a mission or by the use of the existing
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information-gathering capabilities of the Secretary-General. In decid-
ing to whom to entrust the conduct of a fact-finding mission, the Se-
curity Council and the General Assembly should give preference, in
general, to the Secretary-General, who may designate a special rep-
resentative or a group of experts reporting to him.

During its February 1991 session, the Special Committee, notwith-
standing political sensitivities on the part of the non-aligned coun-
tries, completed its work on the consolidated text by adopting a draft
Declaration on Fact-Finding by the United Nations in the Field of the
Maintenance of International Peace and Security and decided to sub-
mit it to the General Assembly.47 On 9 December 1991, the General
Assembly adopted the Declaration without a vote.48 In that docu-
ment, fact-finding is defined as ‘‘any activity designed to obtain de-
tailed knowledge of the relevant facts of any dispute or situation
which the competent United Nations organs need in order to exer-
cise effectively their functions in relation to the maintenance of inter-
national peace and security.’’ Fact-finding, in short, is aimed at having
‘‘full knowledge of all relevant facts.’’

The adoption of the Declaration by the General Assembly co-
incided, at the beginning of the 1990s, with a growing interest in the
use of fact-finding as an instrument of practical policy. A new mo-
mentum for fact-finding arose, partly as a result of the post–Cold
War political climate, partly as a result of the publication of An
Agenda for Peace. Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali, in his report,
recommended an increased resort to fact-finding as a tool of prevent-
ive diplomacy.49 Both the Security Council and the General Assem-
bly supported his recommendations. To meet the needs for fact-find-
ing, the Council and the Assembly asked the Secretary-General to
strengthen the capacity of the Secretariat and to consider the second-
ment of experts.50 Meanwhile, the Secretary-General hinted at the
fact that more fact-finding missions would have to take place during
1992–1993 than in any previous biennium. Over 40 such missions
took place in 1992 alone.51

Disarmament

Since the early 1960s, the Netherlands has taken an active part in de-
bates on disarmament and arms limitation issues in the United Na-
tions. Basic to Dutch policy in this realm was to give priority to op-
portunities for worldwide arms control, with the United Nations as
one of the central instruments, while at the same time remaining
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strongly committed to a security policy based on NATO membership.
In conceptual terms, the aim has always been to deal with arms con-
trol in the most suitable forum, i.e. weapons that can be banned or
regulated on a worldwide scale should be treated in a worldwide
forum (e.g. chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons as opposed to
specific types of nuclear and conventional weapons in the arsenals of
the superpowers).

The period between 1960 and 1963 can be considered as somewhat
of a watershed in the role of the United Nations in disarmament af-
fairs. Whereas the first 15 years of its existence were primarily charac-
terized by discussions on the organization of disarmament talks, this
changed around 1960 primarily owing to two developments. First,
there was the aim of ‘‘general and complete disarmament under ef-
fective international control’’ established by the General Assembly,
which led to the development of a comprehensive set of disarma-
ment policy goals. These were worked out over the years leading to
the adoption of a policy document in 1978 at the First Special Session
of the General Assembly on Disarmament (often called the ‘‘disar-
mament bible’’). Secondly, there was the gradual acknowledgement
of the fact that bilateral US–Soviet negotiations were of vital impor-
tance to any progress on the issue at the United Nations.

In 1962, the Netherlands became a member of the Eighteen Nation
Committee on Disarmament (ENDC) in Geneva. It published a dis-
armament policy document in the middle of the 1960s that gave
ample attention to UN efforts.52 The Netherlands has been noted
within the UN framework for its large degree of involvement in the
drawing up and implementation of the Non-Proliferation Treaty. It
acted both within NATO and in EC/Euratom as ‘‘honest broker’’
between divergent interests and positions.53 It also played an impor-
tant mediating role at the various treaty review conferences in 1975,
1980, and 1985. The Netherlands and the United States were the only
countries with a separate ambassador for non-proliferation issues.

In 1969, the Netherlands joined the Conference of the Commission
on Disarmament (CCD) – the successor to ENDC. In 1973, the
Dutch expressed an interest in improving the institutional structure
of disarmament talks by proposing the establishment of a standing or-
gan or an International Disarmament Organization (IDO), an ini-
tiative that was supported by Sweden, Italy, and France. This organ-
ization was to serve as a central body for the verification and review
of the implementation of (multilateral) disarmament agreements and
to coordinate the UN role in disarmament, for example in the com-
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mon collection of information. The Netherlands elaborated on this
proposal during the First and Second Special Sessions of the General
Assembly on Disarmament in 1978 and 1982. In the 1980s, however,
when multilateralism in general and the United Nations in particular
were subjected to review and the bilateral approach produced more
results, the proposal was not renewed.

More recently, in 1988, the Netherlands developed an initiative to
look into the practical role the United Nations could play in the ve-
rification of multilateral disarmament treaties and how the United Na-
tions could serve as a service centre or data bank for parties to re-
gional arms control treaties. A proposal presented to the Third Special
Disarmament Session of the General Assembly by Canada, France,
and the Netherlands failed, however, to reach consensus. On the ba-
sis of that proposal a resolution was passed at the 43rd session of the
General Assembly, over the opposition of the United States, request-
ing a study by the Secretary-General of this issue, with the assistance
of government experts.

The Netherlands has also been responsible for numerous initiatives
trying to strengthen the Convention on Bacteriological Weapons,
which, so far, contains no provisions for verification. To rectify this
situation, at least in part, it was agreed at the Second Review Con-
ference of the treaty in 1986 that member states would voluntarily
implement confidence-building measures, such as the exchange of
information on laboratories and relevant research activities. The
Netherlands was involved in consultation and decision-making on
these measures from the outset, mainly in investigating measures to
reinforce the treaty further in the area of verification and the acces-
sion of new states parties.

The banning of chemical weapons has been another subject in
which the Netherlands was strongly involved. It has emphasized in-
stitutional questions such as the international inspectorate, which is
to bear responsibility for the verification of the comprehensive ban
on the production of chemical weapons. It offered to serve as head-
quarters for the new Chemical Weapons Treaty Organization, which
was accepted in 1993.

The involvement of the Netherlands in the discussion on the limita-
tion of nuclear weapons has been principally through its membership
of NATO. Domestically, extensive debates concerned the develop-
ment of the neutron bomb and the stationing of cruise missiles.
These issues – particularly the nuclear ones – did not lend them-
selves to treatment in the UN framework, with the exception of a
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very brief Netherlands’ flirtation with the ‘‘freeze’’ concept. After fol-
lowing, for a long time, a rather outspoken policy in favour of a com-
prehensive nuclear test ban, the Netherlands changed course to some
extent in the mid-1980s. More emphasis was put on a step-by-step
approach by the superpowers to reduce the number and yield of
tests, in conjunction with an effective process of (nuclear) disarma-
ment. In the conventional field the Netherlands has tried to promote
the thought that conventional weapons deserve more prominence on
the UN agenda. As a new UN item, the Netherlands co-sponsored a
resolution in the General Assembly on international arms transfers.

In line with the Netherlands’ legal tradition, much attention has
been devoted to institutional and legal questions in the field of arms
control.54 Another rather characteristic role has been that of acting
as mediator. The drafting of the Non-Proliferation Treaty has al-
ready been mentioned. Equally, in discussions on nuclear matters in
Non-Proliferation Treaty review conferences it avoided taking ex-
treme positions, for example in the debate on full-scope safeguards
as a condition for supply.

Population policy

Up to the early 1960s, the Netherlands government’s view on popula-
tion issues, both within and without the United Nations, had been
opposition to state interference in the individual rights of its citizens,
e.g. in the determination of the size of their families. It did not ap-
prove of actions that would imply that the United Nations would of-
fer a helping hand in such trespassing upon individual rights. It op-
posed all references to population policies and technical assistance
for national projects and programmes.

Around 1965, a fundamental change took place in that position,
reflecting changing perceptions and attitudes within Dutch society.
This was partly due to increasing concern about the implications of
population growth in the Netherlands itself. It also marked the begin-
ning of the second demographic transition in Western Europe charac-
terized by a rapid decline in fertility. The mid-1960s also show in the
Netherlands the development of more liberal attitudes regarding
marriage, family, and sexuality. Of importance was the impact of
such more liberal attitudes among Dutch Roman Catholics, constitut-
ing more than 30 per cent of the population, whose political influence
is a constant and critical factor in Dutch coalition governments.

The new policy found its way into the instructions to the Dutch
delegation at the General Assembly in the fall of 1965. Accordingly,
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the delegation endorsed the expanded population programme as re-
commended by the Population Commission, the invitation to the spe-
cialized agencies to consider the extension of their population activ-
ities, the call to make more funds available for this purpose, and the
request to the Secretary-General to formulate a priority programme.

In the following years, the government’s new policy directive took
shape within the framework of its development assistance pro-
gramme. The 1966 Policy Memorandum on Development Aid was
the first official expression of the new approach. It described popula-
tion policies as stemming from the necessity to decrease the demand
for food in developing countries. At the same time, it emphasized the
need for caution and sensitivity in dealing with population pro-
grammes in bilateral relationships. At the 1966 General Assembly,
the Netherlands co-sponsored a resolution on population growth
and economic development.55 At its suggestion, two amendments
were included: one relating to the need for demographic problems
to take into consideration economic, social, cultural, psychological,
and health factors in their proper perspective; the other relating to
the recognition of the sovereignty of nations in formulating and pro-
moting their population policies, with due regard to the principle that
the size of the family should be determined by the free choice of each
individual family.

The relationship between human rights and population policies was
seen as essential. Population growth was on the one hand the recog-
nition of the basic human right to decide freely and responsibly on
the number and spacing of children; on the other hand, rapid popula-
tion growth provided a threat to the enjoyment of the human rights
of life, freedom, and security. Both elements were included in the
conclusions of the International Conference on Human Rights held
in Tehran in 1968.

The Netherlands preferred, for various reasons, a multilateral ap-
proach for providing technical assistance in the field of population
policy: it provided the politically desired and essential neutral frame-
work based on the recipient countries’ sovereignty, access to interna-
tional expertise, and the integration of population policies in socio-
economic development. Against this background, the Netherlands
made its first contribution in 1969 to the Secretary-General’s trust
fund for population activities. Within five years, the Netherlands’
contribution rose to 11 per cent of the resources of the fund, which
was transformed into the UN Fund for Population Activities (UN-
FPA).
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A report by a State Commission on Population, published in 1977,
formed the basis for future government policy. It recommended the
achievement of zero natural population growth and, for the longer
term, a stationary population in the Netherlands. Regarding interna-
tional policies, a ‘‘carefully balanced, yet clearly profiled position’’ in
international forums was recommended, based on the necessity for
an early control of world population growth, ultimately aiming at
replacement level.

At the first intergovernmental World Population Conference in
Bucharest in 1974, the Netherlands Minister for Development Coop-
eration focused on the need for development policies, including popu-
lation policies, to improve the quality of life. Calling upon the rich
countries to add a new dimension to their efforts to contribute to a
worldwide redistribution policy by stabilizing their material consump-
tion so as to make available a larger share of world resources to the
world’s poor, he stressed the need for developing countries to in-
crease their standard of living through the reduction of natural popu-
lation growth.

In the years following the Bucharest conference, emphasis was
placed on the need for developing countries to integrate the popula-
tion factor in their development plans. UNFPA played an important
role in achieving recognition of this need. Within the overall growth
of the Netherlands contribution to UN development programmes,
financial support for UNFPA continued to grow.

In the 1965–1975 period, the Netherlands thus first discovered
the world population problem as a legitimate governmental concern;
subsequently searched for proper instruments to deal with it; and,
finally, established its framework within its development cooperation
policies. The following 10 years were mainly a period of policy sta-
bilization. The Netherlands’ policy pronouncements in the annual de-
velopment cooperation budget memorandum were limited to its par-
ticipation in UNFPA’s policies and programmes as they related to
two Dutch development cooperation policy objectives, i.e. the attain-
ment of self-reliance and the orientation of its programmes towards
the poorest developing countries.

Increased attention to the development problems in Africa pro-
vided a major impetus for the Netherlands for a higher profile in in-
ternational population discussions and assistance programmes. At the
1984 World Population Conference in Mexico, it reiterated its view of
population policy as one essential element of an integrated develop-
ment strategy. It questioned the acceptability of policies pursued on
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the basis of national sovereignty, in view of doubts about the volun-
tary character of population programmes in India and China. Particu-
lar importance was attached to the reassertion of the right to family
planning as a basic human right.

The Mexico Conference (a) further stimulated the already strong
Dutch support for UNFPA and other multilateral organizations, and
(b) provided a strong impetus towards a greater explicit recognition
and operationalization of population activities in the various pro-
grammes of Dutch bilateral development cooperation. The former
also provided the basis for additional financial support to offset the
shortfall in the Fund’s resources after the United States’ withdrawal
as contributor to the Fund in 1986; the latter culminated in the gov-
ernment’s Policy Memorandum on the population problem and de-
velopment cooperation of April 1988. Population activities would be
supported through the rural development sector programme and
would occupy a more prominent place in development aid for educa-
tion and research. It envisaged increased support to multilateral
programmes through UNFPA and the specialized agencies such as
WHO, FAO, and the World Bank as well as through UNICEF.

The Netherlands presented its views on international population
issues in various UN forums. Apart from the two world population
conferences in 1974 and 1984, these forums included: the Population
Commission and the UNDP/UNFPA governing council; ECOSOC
and the General Assembly; and regional meetings under the aus-
pices of the Economic Commission for Europe. The Netherlands has
been a member of the Population Commission during 20 of the past
25 years and has played a very active role in its deliberations.

Over the 20 years of UNFPA’s existence, the Netherlands con-
tributed more than US$200 million, or approximately 10 per cent of
the general resources of the Fund. As one of its largest donors, the
Netherlands played an important role in the policy discussions on
UNFPA, being part of the ‘‘inner circle’’ of delegations on which
UNFPA officials frequently called for advice. After the withdrawal
of the United States as contributor to the Fund in 1985 because of
the alleged involuntary character of UNFPA’s programme on China,
the Dutch delegation was among the first to speak out publicly and
worked actively behind the scenes in support of efforts to persuade
the United States to resume its support, which it did in 1993.

The active role and high profile of the Netherlands in the various
UN forums reflected broad domestic support for its international
population policies. The content of its policy was carefully balanced
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and broadly based, reflecting the thinking in Dutch society. By ad-
vocating in international forums the same principles and policy ob-
jectives applicable to the national situation, the government succeeded
in achieving broad, multipartisan support. In November 1989, the
Netherlands government hosted an intergovernmental conference,
to help celebrate the 20th anniversary of UNFPA, which resulted in
the Amsterdam Declaration for a Better Life for Future Generations.

Presentation at the United Nations and policy debates in the
Netherlands itself contributed to a high degree of consistency and
continuity on population issues and the role of the United Nations
therein. Supported by a broad political consensus, a careful balance
was maintained between recognition of the need and support for act-
ive population policies, their integration in economic and social de-
velopment, and respect for basic human rights in family planning and
access to information, means, and services. The Netherlands’ willing-
ness to enter into bilateral agreements for that purpose has increased
over the years.

Human environment

In 1968, the General Assembly called for the organization of a con-
ference on the protection of the human environment. That confer-
ence took place in Stockholm in 1972 and resulted in the Declaration
on the Human Environment and in the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP), through which most UN activities in this
field are channelled.

Concern for environmental issues arose first in the Western indus-
trialized states. Many developing nations originally saw environ-
mental pollution as chiefly a concern and consequence of production
and consumption patterns in the West. In an effort to emphasize the
importance of environmental issues to both developed and develop-
ing nations, the Netherlands was the main initiator of the symposium
on environment and development that was convened by the UN
Secretary-General at Founex, near Geneva, in 1971 to prepare for
the Stockholm Conference. In that meeting an attempt was made by
a panel of experts from 27 countries all over the world to spell out the
relevance of the human environment to issues of development. It re-
sulted in a report on Development and Environment, the Founex Re-
port, which was one of the basic documents submitted to the Stock-
holm Conference.56 The Founex Report stressed the need to find a
synthesis between environmental demands and the need for eco-
nomic development of the poor nations in the world. While the devel-
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oping nations should make the protection of the human environment
part of their development planning, the Western states should guar-
antee that their concern for environmental problems would not be
at the expense of economic progress in the lesser developed world.

The Founex Report was instrumental in helping to overcome the
misgivings of many developing nations vis-à-vis the Stockholm Con-
ference. At that time and in the follow-up to the Stockholm meet-
ing, it has been the policy of the Netherlands to try to see the envi-
ronmental issues also from the point of view of the developing nations
and to make the environment an integral part of more overall devel-
opment planning.

The United Nations Environment Programme that emerged from
the Stockholm Conference has remained rather modest in terms of
operational and financing capacity. It was never, especially by the in-
dustrialized countries, conceived as an executing agency, but rather
as a catalytic organization, which should provide a survey of environ-
mental problems and should try to facilitate and promote interna-
tional cooperation in the environmental field. Proposals to expand
its activities have so far not been successful, partly because of opposi-
tion from both national governments and international organizations,
which see an expansion of UNEP as a potential infringement on their
own mandate and position.

In an effort to overcome this opposition, the Netherlands – to-
gether with West Germany and Sweden – proposed in 1978 to give
UNEP a clearing house function. UNEP was to act as a broker to
prepare requests on the part of environmental organizations in devel-
oping nations to be translated into aid programmes by donor coun-
tries. The three countries contributed around US$1 million each in
cash or kind for that purpose, but the project has so far not really
matured.

The international symposium of UN experts in Cocoyoc in Mexico
in 1974 on patterns of resource use, environment, and development
strategy contained a strong indictment of life patterns in the indus-
trialized nations. It condemned ‘‘overconsumptive types of develop-
ment’’ and stressed the need for fundamental changes in the con-
sumption and production patterns in Western countries in order to
make human survival possible. Most Western states were strongly
opposed to this statement. The Netherlands, Sweden, and Norway
were the only Western states that made a sympathetic reference to
the results of the Cocoyoc meeting in their speeches in the Second
Committee of the General Assembly.
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Another area in which the Netherlands played an important role
was in the realm of the development of environmental law. It
strongly promoted and chaired a working group on the development
of draft principles, guidelines, and recommendations in the conserva-
tion and harmonious utilization of natural resources shared by two
or more states. Although opposed by a number of states, such as
the United States, France, India, and Brazil, these principles were
adopted by the governing council of UNEP. However, to the disap-
pointment of the Netherlands and the other sponsors, the General
Assembly of the United Nations limited itself to ‘‘taking note’’ of
these principles.57 Nevertheless, the principles subsequently served
as a basis for a number of regional and international agreements. To-
gether with Canada and Uruguay, the Netherlands furthermore pro-
moted and achieved, through a special expert group meeting in Mon-
tevideo in 1978, the adoption by the UNEP governing council of a
programme on the progressive development of environmental law.
This programme has served as a basis for many of the present con-
ventions concluded or in progress regarding worldwide environ-
mental problems, such as the transportation of hazardous waste, the
protection of the ozone layer, regional seas, etc.

A further environmental subject on which the Netherlands has
been very active is international cooperation on climatic change. It
has given strong support to the Intergovernmental Panel for Climatic
Change (IPCC) initiated by UNEP and the World Meteorological
Organization. That group had been given the mandate to address cli-
mate problems and, inter alia, prepare the ground for the second
World Climate Conference and a Climate Convention. In order to
promote and accelerate the process towards such a convention and
the establishment of appropriate institutional and financial mechan-
isms, including a mechanism for law enforcement and control with
regard to the implementation of climate-related activities, the Neth-
erlands, together with France and Norway, organized a climate con-
ference for heads of government, which met in the Hague in March
1989. Partly building on the conclusions of that conference, another
conference of environmental ministers was convened by the Nether-
lands in Noordwijk in November 1989. These consultations contrib-
uted to the conclusion of the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change, which was opened for signature during the UN Conference
on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, in June 1992.

One of the notable outcomes of UNCED ’92 was the Rio Declara-
tion on Environment and Development. In the preparatory phase this
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document came to be known as the ‘‘Earth Charter.’’ The Nether-
lands actively participated in its drafting, especially during the sec-
ond part of 1991 when it held the chair of the European Commun-
ities. It introduced a set of legal principles to be included in the
Earth Charter. Developing countries feared that the name ‘‘Earth
Charter’’ would give the impression of a purely environmentally ori-
ented document. Therefore, they strongly preferred the title ‘‘Envi-
ronment and Development,’’ since that would do more justice to the
development problems involved. Ultimately, the final document was
called a Declaration rather than a Charter. From a legal point of view
this makes no difference since it was obviously never the intention to
adopt this as a binding document. The Rio Declaration includes an
elaborate list of 27 Principles, addressing such issues as the right to a
healthy environment and development, the correlation between de-
velopment and environmental preservation, and domestic and inter-
national measures to be taken.

Apart from the Global Climate Change Convention, the 1992 Rio
Conference also resulted in the Convention on Biological Diversity, a
Non-Legally Binding Authoritative Statement of Principles for a
Global Consensus on the Management, Conservation and Sustain-
able Development of All Types of Forests, and Agenda 21, entailing
an international programme of action with concrete measures for the
implementation of principles following the Conference and leading
into the twenty-first century. After the Conference, various debates,
both within and outside the Dutch government and parliament, took
place on how to translate Agenda 21’s explicit targets, priorities, as-
signment of responsibilities, and specific strategies relating to envi-
ronment and development into Dutch and EC policies, including
time-frames and costs involved. Several advisory reports were pre-
sented to the government, both by its formal advisory bodies and by
non-governmental organizations. In order to stimulate public aware-
ness and discussion of Agenda 21, the government arranged for the
translation and publication of the Rio documents, including the volu-
minous Agenda 21.

By way of summary, it may be said that the Netherlands from the
outset has been very active in the promotion of UN activities in the
protection of the human environment. It differed from other West-
ern nations in its emphasis on the relationship between environ-
mental protection and overall economic development. With regard
to the latter it has shown more understanding for the views of the
developing nations and at times has helped to bridge the gap be-
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tween the developed and the developing world. In line with its tradi-
tional interest in the development of the rule of law, it has put great
emphasis on developing principles of international environmental
law.

The future

When looking at the future in the United Nations, the question of
what role the Netherlands can play will undoubtedly be influenced
by the further development of the European integration process. Al-
ready, under the Single European Act adopted in 1987, efforts must
be made to develop a common European foreign policy. For that pur-
pose, the 12 member states of the European Union inform each other
and consult with each other about all problems of foreign policy that
are of common concern. The Single European Act provided for the
establishment of a joint secretariat in Brussels to assist the presid-
ency in the preparation and execution of the activities of European
Political Cooperation (EPC). The Maastricht Treaty on European
Union, which entered into force in 1993, provides for a common for-
eign and security policy. Though, traditionally, permanent Security
Council members the United Kingdom and France have opted to
keep Security Council issues outside EPC consultations, more re-
cently France has shown a willingness to exchange views with its
EC partners on all subjects relating to the maintenance of peace.58
The Dutch Foreign Minister has even publicly raised the question
whether the Security Council seats of the United Kingdom and
France should be replaced by one ‘‘European’’ seat, representing
the 12. EPC is of increasing importance, though of course not all for-
eign policy of the 12 is as yet made in Brussels. It is mainly a matter
of periodic consultations and efforts towards harmonization of na-
tional policies. It remains to be seen to what extent ‘‘Maastricht’’
will radically change the foreign policy-making process of the 12
European partners. To the extent that a common European foreign
and security policy is developed, it will of course further limit the
freedom of manoeuvre of the individual European partners. This
will affect their role in the United Nations as well. Keeping this in
mind, what is the most likely role in the near future for the Nether-
lands in the United Nations?

A state that lacks the strength to compel others to accept its views
needs other sources for international action. One such source may be
to take initiatives in order to develop further the rule of law in inter-
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national relations. It is likely that the Netherlands will continue to
press this point and to look for support from like-minded nations. It
is difficult to say with any degree of certainty which specific issues will
present themselves on the international scene in the future, but a
number of general themes are likely to feature in future Dutch UN
policy. What is said here for the Netherlands applies to other small
or middle powers as well. The following suggestions for future devel-
opments are all based on the case-studies presented in this paper.

International development cooperation

Development cooperation is most likely to be an area of continued
Dutch foreign policy concern. More diversified needs of different cat-
egories of people in different developing countries will call for more
diversified approaches at the United Nations and its specialized agen-
cies. In recent years, the linkage between the promotion of respect
for human rights and development cooperation has become increas-
ingly recognized. Indeed, such a linkage is rather obvious: aid to de-
veloping nations, either through governments and multilateral agen-
cies or through non-governmental organizations and grass-roots
movements, should be seen as helping them to realize the economic
and social rights of their population, such as the right to food, the
right to an adequate standard of living, the right to health, etc. In
the United Nations, the Netherlands has always emphasized this
point, witness the fact that it was one of the few Western nations
that supported the General Assembly Declaration on the Right to
Development.59 Domestic support for this policy item remains
nearly unabated. Continuation of efforts in this field, also in the
United Nations, is therefore what can be expected in the future.

A part of these efforts could be a revival of the idea of a global
Charter for Development, proposed by the Dutch almost 30 years
ago. Admittedly, an effort has been made to codify the existing and
evolving principles of international development cooperation in the
Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States, which was
adopted by the General Assembly in 1974.60 In spite of its name,
this Charter has no more value than any other resolution adopted
by the General Assembly. It met with a great deal of opposition and
has not since acquired a higher political or legal status. Therefore,
after 30 years of considerable practice, it might be relevant to lay
down the fundamental principles of international development co-
operation in a global framework, to be called ‘‘Charter for Develop-
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ment.’’ Such a treaty should be as clear and brief as possible, provid-
ing a framework for more specific undertakings. The latter could be
adopted in the form of additional protocols to the original treaty, as
in the case of the 1985 Ozone Layer Convention. These protocols
would be legally binding and could be called ‘‘development con-
tracts.’’ Whatever the political feasibility of the proposal for a global
Charter for Development, there is an obvious need for clear-cut com-
mitments in the relations between developed and developing coun-
tries. Areas to be covered in such development contracts could in-
clude: (a) the amount of development aid; (b) special measures for
the least developed countries; (c) additional measures for the liberal-
ization of trade for the benefit of subgroups of developing countries;
(d) special measures for the protection of the environment, e.g. an
international charge on carbon dioxide or the use of tropical timber;
and (e) debt rescheduling. Developed and developing countries
would be free to decide whether or not to sign these more specific
agreements. Such an approach would enable more development-
oriented industrial nations to step ahead, preferably but not exclus-
ively in the framework of regional groupings such as the European
Union. It would also provide opportunities for a more differentiated
approach. For example, a group of industrial nations could decide to
enter into a special relationship with certain developing countries, as
the European Union has done with 70 developing countries in Africa,
the Caribbean, and the Pacific (ACP) in the context of the Fourth
Lomé Convention (1989–1999). The approach could also be differen-
tiated towards certain sectors; e.g. a development contract could be
concluded as regards the shipping sector, foreign investments, or the
trade in textiles and clothing as an alternative to the Multi-Fibre
Agreement.

In 1989, the Norwegian Foreign Minister advocated a similar ap-
proach during an OECD meeting, replacing the proposed World
Bank/IMF adjustment programmes with more comprehensive ‘‘de-
velopment contracts,’’ which he defined as a comprehensive instru-
ment for the financing of a medium- and long-term development
plan prepared by the developing country itself with outside technical
support.

The conclusion of a global Charter for Development, in combina-
tion with the proposed development contracts, would put interna-
tional development cooperation on a firmer and more business-like
footing, while tailoring it to the level of political readiness of various
groups of industrial nations and taking into account the different
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needs of developing countries or specific sectors. This approach could
thus be a useful additional way of tackling the development problems
of the 1990s.

Human rights

One important theme is most likely to be the general area of the pro-
motion of human rights, which has been a strong feature of Dutch
foreign policy. What is more, the Netherlands – together with the
Scandinavian countries and Canada – has managed to develop a posi-
tion where other states expect it to take initiatives in this field.61 A
great deal has been achieved so far in the development and codifica-
tion of international norms. Therefore, future initiatives in the field of
human rights will necessarily be more concerned with the imple-
mentation of these norms and the further expansion of international
supervision. This will not be an easy task. Violations of human rights
take place on a wide scale and the governments involved do not wel-
come what they tend to see as interference in their domestic affairs.
There is all the more reason to press this issue – especially for a gov-
ernment that likes to stress the importance of developing the rule of
law in international relations.

In 1988, the Dutch Foreign Minister asked the independent Advi-
sory Commission on Human Rights and Foreign Policy62 to offer sug-
gestions for improving the supervision mechanisms under UN human
rights conventions. The lack of financial resources, the financial prob-
lems of the United Nations itself, the increasing lag in the obligatory
periodic reporting on the part of states parties, and the working
methods of the human rights committees themselves have led to a
crisis in these supervisory mechanisms. At the time, more than 100
states were late in submitting no fewer than 300 periodic reports to
the various committees. The committees are not able to deal with
the reports in the time available.

The Advisory Commission’s report63 contained a number of sug-
gestions and recommendations. With regard to the backlog of re-
ports, it suggested that possibilities should be investigated to lighten
the burden on the part of governments without detracting from the
informative value of the reports. Especially for those human rights
treaties that require full implementation from the moment of their
entry into force, only the first report needs to be a comprehensive
one with extensive information on relevant legislation and legal prac-
tices in general. Subsequent reports should concentrate on updating
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and new developments and should respond to requests for additional
information. Duplication in reporting should be avoided as much as
possible. Therefore, governments should be permitted to make refer-
ence to relevant information in recent reports prepared for other
supervisory procedures. It might be of help to governments if the in-
tervals between submission dates for different reports could be har-
monized as much as possible. Moreover, technical assistance and ad-
visory services should be provided to those governments that are
confronted with practical problems or lack of experienced personnel
to fulfil their reporting obligations. Timely reporting should be pro-
moted by the Secretary-General through regular consultations with
representatives of states parties.

The Foreign Minister adopted the Commission’s recommendations
and submitted its report to the international meeting of chairpersons
of the UN supervisory committees, which met in October 1988 to
consider ways to improve procedures. The chairman of the Advisory
Commission presented its findings to the Third Committee of the
General Assembly in November 1988. The Commission on Human
Rights adopted a resolution64 that requested the Secretary-General
to entrust an independent expert with the task of preparing a study
on possible long-term approaches to enhancing the effective opera-
tion of existing and prospective bodies established under UN human
rights instruments. That study,65 prepared by the Australian profes-
sor of international law Philip Alston, was discussed by the 1990 ses-
sion of the Commission on Human Rights and referred to relevant
committees.

The Dutch proposal to strengthen the supervisory mechanisms
under UN human rights conventions can be seen as a typical ex-
ample of the kind of activity a small or medium-size state can under-
take in this field. The suggestions contained in that proposal may not
seem grandiose; yet, if adopted, they could serve in a very practical
way as a stimulus to improve effective implementation by UN bodies
in this field. Many of these and similar suggestions were the subject of
discussion at the World Conference on Human Rights that met in
Vienna in June 1993. Although the Final Document of that meeting
contains a number of useful suggestions, it remains to be seen
whether a majority of the member states is really willing to work
toward a strengthening of UN supervisory mechanisms.

Perhaps even more important is the question of in what circum-
stances international military action for humanitarian purposes
should be permitted. Recent developments in Iraq, Somalia, and the
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former Yugoslavia have shown the relevance of that question. In
1992, two advisory commissions to the Dutch government published
a report on the use of force for humanitarian purposes.66 They refer
to the use of the authority of the Security Council under Chapter VII
of the Charter with reference to gross human rights violations in a
country as ‘‘enforcement action for humanitarian purposes.’’ The
two advisory commissions proposed the adoption of a resolution by
the Security Council or the General Assembly as a contribution to
clarification and more consistency in the interpretation of the said
Article and to establish a balance among the purposes of the United
Nations: the maintenance of international peace and security (in the
sense of prevention of armed conflict) on the one hand and the pro-
motion and protection of human rights on the other.

Such a resolution should contain the following elements:
– There should be an emergency situation with gross violations of

fundamental human rights, i.e. a broad interpretation of the right
to life including not only mass killings of civilians by the military
or the police but also famines or natural disasters where it is
made impossible to give adequate care to the victims.

– The measures to be taken should be proportional in relation to the
seriousness of the situation. Armed intervention would be allowed
only if less drastic (peaceful) actions were no longer possible. It
should also be proportional in the use or threat of the use of force
and the duration of the intervention. A short intervention and
quick withdrawal may have only a short-lasting effect and may in
the end be even more damaging. Therefore attention should be
paid to the need for aftercare, such as the building of a new gov-
ernmental structure and the organization of elections. In this con-
text, the role of UNTAC in Cambodia is specifically referred to.

– The effect of the intervention on the structure of the state against
which the measure is taken should be limited to whatever is neces-
sary for attaining the intended result.

– The intervention should by itself not create such a threat to inter-
national peace and security that the number of victims as a conse-
quence of the action is greater than the loss of lives one is trying to
stop.
The advisory commissions acknowledge in their report that it will

not be a simple matter to draw up such a resolution and that in any
event the actual decision to take such action remains with the Secur-
ity Council. That is probably the main reason their proposals have, so
far, remained mainly of academic interest. In a policy paper concern-
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ing the United Nations, which the Dutch Foreign Minister sent to
parliament, he reiterated that, even if the General Assembly ex-
pressed itself in a general resolution on the mutual relationship be-
tween security, human rights, and national sovereignty, the Security
Council should remain free to decide when to act under Article 39
of the Charter. The policy paper then continues: ‘‘Nevertheless, the
government finds it desirable that in the UN attention is paid to the
great importance of the application of enforcement measures on be-
half of the protection of fundamental human rights and other human-
itarian purposes and to provide criteria as to when intervention
would be possible and thus to contribute to the development of an
international legal practice.’’67 Unfortunately, the Foreign Minister
did not explicitly react to the concrete proposals of the two advisory
commissions.

Nevertheless, the two commissions have done useful work in trying
to spell out the conditions under which the Security Council should
decide on enforcement action for humanitarian purposes. The major-
ity in the United Nations will not be easily inclined to accept such a
proposal, but that does not relieve governments and scholars alike
from the obligation to work further on the elaboration of such crite-
ria. It would seem to be highly unsatisfactory to leave the formula-
tion of the conditions under which enforcement action for humanitar-
ian purposes is allowed entirely to the political whim of the members
of the Security Council, as seems to be the case now.

Peace-keeping

A further theme to be emphasized is peace-keeping. The general area
of UN military observation and peace-keeping operations has re-
cently undergone a great deal of expansion. These operations vary
in size and operate under different mandates and responsibilities.
They have in common that they were established by the Secretary-
General under the authority of the Security Council and that they
consist of national military or semi-military units under a UN-
appointed commander. If the current international climate continues,
the use of this type of UN operation may further expand, as they ful-
fil a useful function in supervising armistice lines and the transfer
of political authority to a new regime. For obvious reasons, the
Secretary-General prefers to use military contingents of small and
middle-rank states and shuns participation by the major powers.68

The Netherlands has participated in UNTSO, UNIFIL, and UN-
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TAG. Since then its participation in UN peace-keeping activities has
greatly expanded and included operations in Angola, Cambodia, Yu-
goslavia, Uganda–Rwanda, and Mozambique. In 1993, the cabinet
decided to send a combat unit to the former Yugoslavia, in addition
to the communication unit that already operated there. There seems
to be a sufficient measure of domestic support for this type of opera-
tion, though that might decrease if Dutch army units were to suffer a
considerable number of combat casualties – which so far has not hap-
pened. The decision by the Foreign Minister to make UN peace-
keeping operations a permanent item in the budget can be seen as a
step in the right direction.

Peace-keeping is an interesting example of how UN operations can
be expanded without formally amending the Charter. Peace-keeping
operations are seen as not contrary to the Charter, since they serve
the main purpose of the United Nations – the maintenance of inter-
national peace and security.

UN peace-keeping operations have developed in response to prac-
tical situations. Every new operation was built on the experience of
previous ones. This so-called ‘‘ad-hocracy’’ has needed neither a
formal Charter amendment nor even the adoption of general guide-
lines. However, there would now seem to be at least two reasons why
the time may be ripe for making an attempt to draft general guide-
lines of some sort. First, peace-keeping is again topical, as there are
now operational activities in a number of problem areas, which seem
to prove the viability of the doctrine of peace-keeping as distinct from
enforcement action under Chapter VII of the Charter. Second, the
traditionally negative attitude of the Soviet Union towards UN
peace-keeping operations has changed radically under the influence
of the ‘‘new thinking’’ on foreign policy. Therefore, the chances that
the ‘‘Committee of 33’’ might realize some sort of codification of gen-
eral principles for UN peace-keeping operations would seem to be
now better than ever. Such a codification should be based as much
as possible on previous practice and experience. Undoubtedly, the
existence of general guidelines would give UN peace-keeping opera-
tions greater institutional transparency for all parties concerned – the
United Nations itself, the host state, as well as the troop-contributing
countries. From a legal perspective, it would also seem important that
the parties concerned should know in advance how rights and duties
are distributed among them. Certain principles would, of necessity,
be mandatory. Any deviation from those provisions (such as the prin-
ciple of host state consent) would deprive an operation of its peace-
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keeping character. However, most provisions would be complement-
ary in character, being applicable only if the parties concerned have
not deviated therefrom (e.g. regarding the status of UN military units
in the host country).

The following general recommendations regarding the organiza-
tion and regulation of UN peace-keeping operations are based
mainly on study of Dutch experiences:
– More UN member states should take a stand-by position. The

making of reservations with regard to actual participation should
be restricted in order that the United Nations can call on a suffi-
cient potential of troops at all times.

– A permanent fund for the financing of UN peace-keeping opera-
tions should be established to prevent any future problems in this
regard.

– Troop-contributing countries should be urged not to take recourse
to the unilateral withdrawal of their troops, but to leave it to the
Security Council to decide on the continuation of an operation.

– Standardized guidelines for UN peace-keeping operations should
be established in order that all parties concerned know their rights
and obligations at all stages of an operation.

Fact-finding

The Dutch initiative on fact-finding in the 1960s clearly came too
early. Today, prospects for the establishment of fact-finding mechan-
isms, though not institutionalized, are better than ever before in the
history of the United Nations. The ‘‘state of the art’’ with respect to
fact-finding is well summarized in the following statement by the
Security Council:

In accordance with Chapter VI of the Charter, the Security Council notes
the necessity to strengthen the United Nations potential for preventive dip-
lomacy. It welcomes United Nations General Assembly resolution 47/120
[concerning the Declaration on Fact-Finding]. It notes with satisfaction the
increased use of fact-finding missions. It invites Member States to provide
the Secretary-General with relevant detailed information on situations of
tension and potential crisis. It invites the Secretary-General to consider ap-
propriate measures for strengthening the Secretariat capacity to collect and
analyse information. The Security Council recognizes the importance of new
approaches to prevention of conflicts.69

A combination of factors, since the second half of the 1980s, has
contributed to this situation: the rapprochement between East and

The Netherlands and the United Nations

315



West as reflected at several levels within the United Nations system,
the new role for the United Nations in the post–Cold War era, and
the recommendations on preventive diplomacy, as contained in An
Agenda for Peace. These developments have created a new mo-
mentum for fact-finding and, consequently, have led to the agree-
ment in the General Assembly on a Declaration on Fact-Finding,
the sending of fact-finding missions to an increasing number of con-
flict areas, and the debate on the further modalities of fact-finding as
an instrument of preventive diplomacy, in the wake of the publication
of An Agenda for Peace. In this latter respect, a broadening of the
scope of fact-finding can be foreseen. The Secretary-General has
stressed the importance of the economic and social roots of many
potential conflicts; the information needed by the United Nations
should also encompass economic and social trends to be synthesized
with political developments that could lead to dangerous tensions.
Apart from the United Nations, regional organizations, such as the
Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) and the
Organization of African Unity (OAU), already make use of the dis-
patch of fact-finding missions to potential conflict areas. New empha-
sis has been given to fact-finding as a verification instrument, e.g. in
the field of arms control, or as an instrument for conflict prevention
in the environmental sphere (with the help of a register of experts
and even ‘‘green helmets’’).

The present situation seems to confirm that the original intention
of the Netherlands – to draw attention to the importance of fact-find-
ing as a means of solving disputes – has been honoured. But it should
be stressed that the focus of the concept, as applied in the present
circumstances, has shifted to the use of fact-finding as an instrument
of preventive diplomacy. The institutionalization of fact-finding re-
mains a bridge too far. Its ad hoc character and the political sensitiv-
ities involved (the notion of national sovereignty) are reflections of
an approach similar to the development of the concept of peace-
keeping, which is also an issue where the United Nations has success-
fully tried to avoid political constraints in a flexible, pragmatic way.

Disarmament

A crucial question will be how to secure in a realistic fashion that
arms control and disarmament talks in the UN framework will keep
pace with bilateral and regional arms control, where a number of im-
portant results (e.g. on intermediate nuclear forces) and interesting
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perspectives (on achieving conventional stability in Europe) can be
noted. For the Netherlands, the adage is that arms control should
be studied and tackled in the appropriate forums. From that it fol-
lows logically that, as things stand now, most attention will be given
to banning chemical weapons in a comprehensive and global conven-
tion, strengthening the biological weapons convention, and further
supporting the Non-Proliferation Treaty through successful review
conferences in 1990 and 1995 (extension of the treaty, with possible
alternative schemes suggested by non-parties such as India, emphas-
izing a staged programme of nuclear disarmament). A real dilemma
would seem to be that, whereas many (mostly non-aligned) nations
call for more attention to be paid to nuclear weapons within the UN
framework, the Netherlands and its NATO allies see the role of the
United Nations and the UN Conference on Disarmament in this area
as only limited. In their view, nuclear arms control is first and fore-
most a matter for the nuclear powers and their respective allies. The
comprehensive test ban is, to a certain extent, an exception to that
rule, although the Netherlands, especially in the second part of the
1980s, has put great emphasis on the so-called step-by-step approach
of the United States and the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, the Nether-
lands will probably continue to see a role for the UN Commission on
Disarmament in discussing at least the outline of a comprehensive
test ban. This position would conflict with the insistence by the non-
aligned nations on curbing the nuclear arms race by putting a cap on
nuclear modernization by means of a comprehensive test ban.

In political terms, the question will be whether the Netherlands –
still a staunch supporter of NATO – will continue to attach prom-
inence to multilateral arms control efforts. Although in principle a
two-track approach is feasible, it would depend on the choice of pri-
orities how much emphasis would be put on activities within the UN
framework. It would seem safe to predict a continued rather critical
‘‘no-nonsense’’ attitude on the part of the Netherlands towards the
classic UN subjects of the 1970s, e.g. the comprehensive programme
of disarmament.

Population policy

In the discussions on UN reform, the Netherlands has so far been
more successful in strengthening the role of the Population Commis-
sion and UNFPA on a step-by-step basis than in its efforts to bring
about a comprehensive reform of UN population activities.

The Netherlands and the United Nations

317



During the 1970s and 1980s, a number of reform proposals were
discussed aimed at strengthening cohesion and coordination among
UN bodies involved in population policy activities. Some of the most
recent thinking has focused in particular on strengthening the role
and functioning of the Population Commission and of UNFPA. To
develop the Commission to its full potential, organizations belonging
to the UN system should seek its substantive advice. The Commission
could thus play a larger role in providing feedback of experience into
their programmes and in achieving a sufficient degree of coordin-
ation. A strengthened Population Commission could provide for a
mechanism to give coordinated intergovernmental direction on over-
all policy throughout the UN system. This would by necessity make it
into a more intergovernmental, i.e. ‘‘political,’’ and less technical
body.

Proposals for strengthening UNFPA include the establishment of a
governing body of its own, constituted in the same manner as the
UNDP governing council. This would have the advantage that
UNFPA would stand on its own feet and become independent of
UNDP’s governing council machinery; it would provide UNFPA with
resources in excess of US$200 million, with a higher profile among
UN organizations. While it might be worth considering such a change,
provided sufficient guarantees be given to ensure its continued close
links with UNDP’s administrative framework, it is likely that such a
change would be opposed by donor countries because of its possible
financial if not wider implications. An attractive alternative – as con-
tained in the report of the Group of 18 – would be to establish one
single governing body for all UN operational activities for develop-
ment. Such a UN development council could meet in permanent ses-
sion to discuss the operations of the various UN development funds
and apply the same managerial criteria to all of them, while preserv-
ing the identity of each of the funds for fund-raising and other pur-
poses.

The effective delivery of population assistance would be enhanced
by the consolidation in UNFPA of the operational units of the UN
secretariat dealing with population assistance. In addition, better co-
ordination among the various UN development organizations could
serve to integrate population activities in development programmes.
In this respect, the Joint Consultative Group on Policy in which
UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF, and the World Food Programme co-
operate, could play a useful role. Together with the strengthening of
UNFPA’s field staff, these steps could contribute to overcoming some
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of the disadvantages of the current strict separation of research, fund-
ing, and project implementation in UN population assistance.

The relationship between human rights and population issues
deserves increased attention in the years ahead. Contraceptional fam-
ily planning, changes in the age structure in industrialized and devel-
oping countries, and the impact of scientific and technological devel-
opments on human rights are likely to be high on the agenda of
international population meetings. They may well call for new institu-
tional approaches at the national and international level.

Human environment

A final theme of activities concerns the human environment. In 1987
the World Commission on Environment and Development, com-
monly known as the Brundtland Commission, published its report
Our Common Future. In its report, the Commission pointed to the
limits of the carrying capacity of our planet to sustain human activ-
ities. It introduced the notion of ‘‘sustainable development’’ in inter-
national politics, which it defined as development meeting ‘‘the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs.’’70 The Commission advocated a new ap-
proach to economic growth based on this concept. The relief of pov-
erty should have top priority in this connection, given that poverty
can be both a cause and a consequence of environmental degrada-
tion. Furthermore, the Commission proposed institutional and legal
changes within the UN system and its specialized agencies, including
the drafting of a Universal Declaration and a Convention on Envir-
onmental Protection and Sustainable Development, reorienting the
policies of the multilateral development and financing institutions,
and searching for new sources of revenue and automatic financing of
environmental policies. These and related policy recommendations
are elaborated in a major Dutch policy memorandum of 1989, the
so-called ‘‘National Environmental Policy Plan.’’71

In March 1989, the prime ministers of France, Norway, and the
Netherlands convened an international meeting on problems of the
environment in the Hague, in which 24 government leaders particip-
ated. This conference was not a UN activity as such, but it may
have repercussions for further activities in the UN framework. It re-
sulted in a declaration (The Hague Declaration) proposing the estab-
lishment of new institutional authority within the United Nations,
either by strengthening existing institutions or by creating a new insti-
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tution, to be charged with the protection of the natural atmosphere.
The new institutional authority, which would be put under the control
of the International Court of Justice, should be enabled to take de-
cisions in the absence of consensus among the states concerned. It
should determine international norms for improving and guarantee-
ing the protection of the atmosphere. It should also be charged with
the supervision of the implementation of these norms. Countries in
the third world for which the proposed measures would be too heavy
a burden should receive fair and equitable assistance. The Declara-
tion was ‘‘noted’’ by the UNEP governing council72 and was sent by
the UN Secretary-General as an official UN document to the ECO-
SOC meeting of the summer of 1989. The UNEP governing council
also ‘‘noted’’ the initiatives on the part of the Netherlands and Nor-
way with regard to the establishment of a world climate fund and
their expressed willingness to contribute to such a fund.

The strengthening of existing institutions would obviously be easier
than setting up an entirely new organ. One way in which such
strengthening might occur would be a further build-up of the UN En-
vironmental Programme. If UNEP were to become a full-fledged spe-
cialized agency, this might be a way to express the importance the
world community attaches to the solution of environmental prob-
lems. Obviously, this should not be to the detriment of activities in
the field already undertaken by existing agencies, such as the activ-
ities of WHO in combating water pollution or the work of FAO in
the protection of tropical forests. A drawback could be that not all
UN members might choose to become members of the new special-
ized agency; and they could withdraw from it if dissatisfied with its
policies.73

Another new institutional arrangement, which has been proposed
by the World Federation of United Nations Associations (WFUNA),
is the establishment of an Ecological Security Council with wide-
ranging authority. One may well wonder, though, whether such an
arrangement would be in any way more successful than the existing
(political) Security Council after which the proposal is patterned.

Finally, the office of the executive director of UNEP could be up-
graded into that of an International Environmental Commissioner.
This office could (a) receive petitions from individuals and groups
and (b) have the right to submit questions to governments and pri-
vate corporations.74

The 47th session of the General Assembly endorsed the Rio De-
claration, Agenda 21, and the Statement of Principles on Forests.75
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As suggested in Chapter 38 of Agenda 21, the Assembly also re-
quested ECOSOC to establish a high-level, 53-member UN Commis-
sion on Sustainable Development with the status of a functional
commission of ECOSOC. ECOSOC installed the Commission in Feb-
ruary 1993.76 More far-reaching earlier proposals, such as establish-
ing an Environmental Security Council or reconstituting the Assem-
bly’s Fourth Committee as an Environmental Committee, were thus
put aside.77

The Netherlands successfully campaigned to be elected to the
Commission on Sustainable Development. The government views
membership of the Commission as an important element in its strat-
egy to play an active role in the formation of international envir-
onmental and developmental policies. The mandate of the new
Commission includes monitoring the progress made in the imple-
mentation of Agenda 21, considering information provided by gov-
ernments such as national reports on the implementation of Agenda
21, reviewing the adequacy of funding, receiving input from compe-
tent NGOs, considering the progress made in the transfer of environ-
mentally sound technologies to developing countries and the imple-
mentation of international environmental conventions, and making
recommendations on the need for new cooperative arrangements
related to sustainable development to ECOSOC and the General
Assembly. It may be concluded that the Commission has wide func-
tions but hardly any powers. It has been requested to organize quite
soon a high level meeting, with ministerial participation, to take an
integrated view of Agenda 21’s implementation. Not later than 1997
the General Assembly will convene a special session for an overall
review and appraisal of the implementation of Agenda 21 and, if
necessary, adjustments of the effectiveness of the Commission.

Conclusion

The cases presented illustrate both the possibilities and the limits of
Dutch policy in the United Nations. They also illustrate the dilemmas
faced by a state that declares the establishment of the rule of law in
international relations to be a main item of its foreign policy, yet does
not want to give up the defence of what it considers to be its national
interests.

From the cases emerge at least five major elements of Dutch policy
in the United Nations:
(a) a strong emphasis on the development of international law;

The Netherlands and the United Nations

321



(b) a strong interest in issues of concern to developing nations;
(c) a tendency towards ‘‘bridge-building’’ between North and South,

for instance in the realm of population problems;
(d) concern for the promotion of human rights;
(e) concern for environmental issues.

(a) As already described, the Dutch interest in the development of
international law is part of a long tradition. It is strongly linked to
the geographical position of the country and its related commercial
interests. In the cases dealt with in this chapter, it has found its mod-
ern expression with regard to proposals in the realm of human rights
law and environmental law. Fact-finding has also been treated as part
and parcel of the further development of international law. The idea
of an ‘‘objective’’ fact-finding body under UN auspices was to take an
issue out of the context of (Cold War) politics. It was an effort to let
legal procedures take the place of political controversy.

However, even the Dutch respect for the rule of law in interna-
tional relations has its limits. One such limit is where perceived vital
national interests are at stake, witness the Dutch opposition to the
Security Council’s involvement in the struggle for Indonesian inde-
pendence. Another limit may be of a financial and material nature,
as was shown in the case of the unilateral withdrawal from UNIFIL.

(b) The Netherlands has probably been matched only by the Scandin-
avian nations in its concern for development policy and its efforts to
improve the economic and social position of the inhabitants of third
world countries. One may well speculate about the reasons for this
phenomenon. Joris Voorhoeve refers to ‘‘a tinge of Calvinist pen-
ance.’’ He relates it to Dutch political culture and states: ‘‘It is no co-
incidence that countries like Sweden, Norway, Denmark and the
Netherlands, who share a Northern Protestant political culture, are
very much in agreement on development co-operation and have the
highest budgets relative to GNP among the industrialized states.’’78 It
has been argued that it might also reflect the social democratic charac-
ter of these societies, in particular the central role of their govern-
ments in the provision of social welfare.79 Development aid has also
promoted economic activity in the Netherlands itself and therefore,
on the whole, is also regarded positively by business circles.

In the case of the Netherlands, an additional factor has undoubt-
edly been its colonial past. Next to hard-boiled commercial consid-
erations there has always been a tinge of moralism in the way the
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Dutch approached their colonial burden. After the loss of the colo-
nies, activities of the government as well as the churches and other
non-governmental agencies turned toward the provision of develop-
ment assistance.

(c) More than most other Western nations, the Netherlands has
made a genuine effort to note the interests of the developing nations
– as well as its own. Illustrations can be found in the realm of devel-
opment policy, but also in the area of population and environmental
policy. The active Dutch interest in world population problems can
be related to their own demographic situation and the implications
of sociocultural changes affecting a densely populated country. The
Netherlands was among the first to advocate, at both the national
and international level, policy objectives to stabilize the population.
Its broadly supported and consistent international population policy
similarly reflected sensitivity to, and support for, efforts aimed at
deepening the understanding of the relationship between human
rights and population issues.

(d) The traditional Dutch interest in human rights policy stems from
the same roots – what Voorhoeve has called the Dutch international-
ist–idealist tradition.80 Emphasis on the promotion of human rights is
by no means limited to one political school. All major political parties
emphasize the importance of the issue of human rights in their pro-
grammes. It is striking to watch their competing efforts to claim the
issue of human rights as part of their own political philosophy. Dutch
governments composed of different coalitions have all stressed the
human rights issue.

(e) The interest in environmental problems is again closely linked to
geographical origins. Geographically, the Netherlands is located on
the Rhine estuary, at the receiving end of a river that has collected
polluted refuse from Switzerland, France, and western Germany. As
a great deal of Dutch drinking water supply depends on the Rhine, it
is obvious that the Netherlands has – to put it mildly – a strong con-
cern in cleaning up the Rhine. It is also subject to prevailing south-
westerly winds, which bring it in direct touch with industry in Great
Britain. Finally, roughly one-third of its territory borders on the
North Sea, which – partly owing to a lack of supervision by the
Dutch themselves – has become more and more polluted in recent
times. These European-based factors, as well as considerations of a
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more global nature, are good reasons for the Dutch to take a keen
interest in international rule-making on environmental policy.

There thus exist from the point of view of Dutch national interests a
number of reasons to pursue an active policy in a worldwide interna-
tional organization – the United Nations. The issues dealt with here
are most likely to stay with us in the future. There is thus ample
reason to look at the future of the United Nations – as seen through
Dutch eyes – from the perspective of the issues dealt with so far.

At the time of the establishment of the United Nations the Dutch
discovered the limitations of their position as a small power when –
together with other small nations – they lost the fight against the
veto of the permanent members of the Security Council. One may
assume that the Netherlands’ relative position further weakened as
the size of the international community expanded.81 It should be
noted that a study of the influence of the Netherlands in interna-
tional relations has found no evidence of a reduced role, or of re-
duced effectiveness in the implementation of Dutch foreign policy.82
That study did not limit itself, however, to the Dutch performance in
the United Nations nor did it compare the Dutch position in 1945
with that of 1989. It remains rather likely that one’s voice is more
heard in a body of 50 members than in one of 185.

A small state can perhaps achieve most in the United Nations if it
limits its objectives to the legal sphere and issues of norm-setting.
That was not yet the case in the 1960s when the Netherlands tried to
institutionalize the notion of fact-finding in the United Nations. It was
far more successful in its activities on behalf of the International Con-
vention against Torture. Its efforts to improve the supervisory mech-
anisms under the human rights treaties are mainly of a procedural
nature and may meet with some degree of success.

In this chapter an effort has been made to show the possibilities for
small or middle-rank powers such as the Netherlands in the United
Nations. We have also tried to show the type of dilemmas such a
power may have to face. The wish to establish the rule of law in inter-
national relations may be tempered by considerations based on the
defence of what are seen as national interests. Provided there is suffi-
cient domestic support, small or middle-rank powers may take useful
initiatives in the United Nations. The issues dealt with in this paper
illustrate the possibilities for constructive activities to be undertaken
in the United Nations by such a small or middle-rank power. All of
these issues are likely to remain well beyond the year 2000. They
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may thus become part of an action programme for the United Na-
tions that is of vital importance to the survival of mankind. Small
and middle-rank powers can make a most useful contribution to
such an action programme.
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Buitenlandse Zaken, Indonesië in de Veiligheidsraad van de Verenigde Naties, Januari 1946
– September 1947 [Indonesia in the Security Council of the United Nations, January 1946 –
September 1947], publication no. 5 (’s-Gravenhage: Staatsuitgeverij, 1947), 82.

17. Speech by Dr. J. H. van Roijen, 22 Dec. 1948, printed in Ministerie van Buitenlandse
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8

Nigeria and the United Nations

Humphrey Assisi-Asobie

Introduction

Nigeria was granted independence by the United Kingdom on 1
October 1960. On 7 October Nigeria was admitted to the United Na-
tions. Neither the United Nations nor any other international organ-
ization was, in any direct manner, involved in the process of Nigeria’s
independence. Nevertheless, every Nigerian government has given
international organizations in general, and the United Nations in par-
ticular, a prominent place in its diplomacy.

In official diplomatic thinking and practice, the significance of the
United Nations has increased over the years.1 In contrast, the Com-
monwealth has dropped in the Nigerian government’s scale of diplo-
matic preferences. Its place has been taken by the Organization of
African Unity (OAU), which was established on 25 May 1963. The
non-aligned movement (NAM) later displaced the Commonwealth
in Nigeria. Among multilateral intergovernmental organizations of
the political type, the Commonwealth came to occupy a poor fourth
position.

Over the years, the reason for Nigeria’s participation in interna-
tional organizations in general and the United Nations in particular
has changed. At first, membership in the United Nations was sought
to demonstrate Nigeria’s independence and to reap benefit from the
free interchange of ideas and multilateral consultation. As Chief
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Simeon Adebo, Nigeria’s ambassador to the United Nations between
1962 and 1967, recalls, the United Nations was highly valued in
Nigeria primarily because Nigerian leaders believed the United
Nations was ‘‘the most prestigious international forum of them all.’’2
Later the objectives of Nigeria’s participation in the United Nations
in particular, and in international organizations in general, became
more specific. At the United Nations, Nigeria’s principal aims were
to seek support for national liberation movements in Africa and to
find a solution for the economic problems confronting Nigeria and
other African states. Changes also occurred in the Nigerian govern-
ment’s attitudes and orientations towards, as well as expectations of,
the United Nations.

Trends in the orientations and attitudes of the Nigerian
government towards the United Nations

In the early 1960s the United Nations was seen and portrayed in Ni-
gerian official circles as an assembly of individual sovereign states,
interacting freely and harmoniously on the basis of equality and
frankness with one another. The view of the raison d’être of the UN
system was romantic. Its supreme goal was taken to be the attainment
of peace and progress for all humankind. The United Nations and its
agencies would be a forum where African problems and aspirations
‘‘would be considered on the basis of justice divorced from selfish
considerations.’’3

The Nigerian government harboured an idealist’s notion of the
structure of the United Nations as a political entity. It was a shock
to the Nigerians that the United Nations existed as a patchwork of
blocs of states or an ‘‘arena where party politics could be played at
the highest level.’’ They did not easily adjust to the idea that the
United Nations could be a forum ‘‘where ideological differences
would obscure the objectives of peace among the nations and stabil-
ity of the world at large.’’4

In this period (1960–1965), the Nigerian government expected the
United Nations to play three major roles in the international system.
First, the United Nations would assist in bringing every dependent
territory, especially in Africa, to a state of ‘‘responsible independ-
ence.’’ And it was believed that this process would be peaceful and
orderly. Second, the United Nations would shield the continent of
Africa particularly, and new states in general, from the ideological
rivalries of the superpowers and their allies (i.e. from the Cold
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War). Third, it would promote the ‘‘economic security’’ of the new
states and, by so doing, help consolidate, and therefore guarantee,
their independence.5

The concept of Nigeria’s role at the United Nations was affected,
too, by a heavy touch of idealism. Prime Minister Balewa went so
far as to promise that Africa’s, and therefore Nigeria’s, interests
would be pursued with due regard to the interest of the international
community.6 The general principles of the United Nations were in-
corporated into Nigeria’s foreign policy guidelines and, to a lesser ex-
tent, its laws. Loyalty to the United Nations was made a basic princi-
ple of Nigerian diplomacy. Of the 12 principles of Nigeria’s foreign
policy, three made direct reference to the United Nations. More im-
portant was the weight assigned to the United Nations. For instance,
the first principle declared that the Nigerian government’s ‘‘primary
duty’’ was to ‘‘promote the interest of the Nigerian federation and
its citizens.’’ But policies considered ‘‘most advantageous to Ni-
geria’’ would be pursued ‘‘subject always to Nigeria’s belief in the
principle of the United Nations.’’7

It was, however, only to a limited extent that general principles of
international law or standards of behaviour upheld by the United Na-
tions were directly incorporated into Nigerian law. Few human rights
provisions were included in the independence constitution. The Ni-
gerian Bill of Rights of 1960 was reproduced in the 1963 (Repub-
lican) constitution, its provisions being borrowed from the European
Convention on Human Rights, which originated from the UN-in-
spired Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). The provi-
sions in the Nigerian constitution were, however, inferior in quality
and coverage to those of the Universal Declaration. Their inclusion
was expediently meant to meet domestic political needs, rather than
being the result of a commitment to the principles of the UN Charter
or associated documents.8 While the Nigerian government was pre-
pared to accommodate the United Nations in its foreign policy guide-
lines, it was reluctant to subject Nigeria’s domestic laws to those ema-
nating from international organizations, particularly the United
Nations.

Nigeria’s commitment to the principles of the United Nations
Charter was, on some issues cited, circumscribed by the govern-
ment’s concern to retain sovereign control over matters within the
country’s domestic jurisdiction. An important exception was the
area of adjudication. In 1965, Nigeria became the forty-first state to
declare its acceptance of the compulsory jurisdiction of the Interna-
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tional Court of Justice without the sort of reservations that, indirectly
but essentially, render the acceptance clauses nugatory. The only con-
dition that Nigeria attached to its acceptance was reciprocity.

The Nigerian government’s commitment to the survival and devel-
opment of the United Nations is manifested in its readiness to sup-
port, morally, financially, and materially, all major UN activities. It
paid its proportion of the expenses incurred by the United Nations
on its peace-keeping forces in the Middle East even though the
operations were begun before Nigeria became a member. The Ni-
gerian government ‘‘loyally accepted and paid up its assessments’’
for the UN peace-keeping operations in the Congo (now Zaire), sub-
ject only to the special concessionary rate granted the poorer states.9
It also contributed to the UN Bonds Scheme, to enable the United
Nations to close the shortfall, created by the refusal of some member
states to pay their assessments, in the cost of its peace-keeping opera-
tions in the Congo. The Nigerian government made important mater-
ial contributions, including troops, to the UN peace-keeping efforts in
the Congo. Similarly, in the conflict over Kashmir between India and
Pakistan, it ‘‘agreed to contribute to the team of observers required
to assist in the maintenance of the cease-fire ordered in 1965 by the
United Nations Security Council.’’10

In Nigeria’s official commitment to the survival and effectiveness of
the world body, the government always supported proposals that
would strengthen the United Nations. And it unequivocally rejected
or opposed those that, in its view, might weaken the organization.

Nigeria’s faith in the UN system was a reflection of the Nigerian
preference for multilateralism against bilateralism. As a strategy for
neutralizing the danger inherent in external dependence, it was a
more effective approach; a safer road to the survival and develop-
ment of small and weak states.

Nigeria’s commitment to evolutionary change, and to the entire
doctrinal foundation of the United Nations, may be seen as a dimen-
sion of ideological empathy between Nigeria and the leading Western
powers at the United Nations. In the earliest days of Nigeria’s inde-
pendence, this empathy was quite evident. The Western leaders’ dis-
taste for non-alignment was echoed in Nigerian leaders’ initial reluct-
ance to take Nigeria into the non-aligned movement.11 Communism
was branded an ‘‘evil’’ and dreaded as much in Lagos as in London
and Washington. Even colonialism was seen in the same light by
some of the Western countries, including some of the ex-colonial
powers. Although considered morally repugnant, it was regarded,
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nevertheless, as a vehicle for ‘‘modernization.’’ Given this degree of
similarity of world view, it is hardly surprising that a special relation-
ship developed at this period between the Nigerian government and
the governments of the United Kingdom and the United States in
particular, and the Western countries in general.

A consequence of this unequal relationship was that Nigeria, be-
tween 1960 and 1963, took its cue in global diplomacy from the posi-
tion adopted on major issues by the United States. The testimony of
Adebo, Nigeria’s ambassador to the United Nations (1962–1967),
revealed that Nigerian officials at the United Nations received in-
structions from Lagos to ‘‘take their cue from Great Britain and the
U.S. on vital Cold War issues.’’ They were asked either to ‘‘vote
along with’’ the two powers or to abstain, rather than oppose a West-
ern position. In general, abstention was an escape mechanism to
avoid taking stands in controversial East–West issues. Most of the
Nigerian abstention votes were cast on resolutions favoured by the
West, but on which Nigeria’s previous stand did not coincide with
the position adopted by leading Western powers.

The seeds of change in Nigeria’s official attitude and orientation
towards the United Nations were, even in these early years, em-
bedded in a number of contradictions between appearance and real-
ity. First, there was a contradiction between Nigerian leaders’ image
of the UN system and the real nature and structure of the organiza-
tion. Second, there was a gap between the lofty goals that Nigerian
leaders expected the United Nations to have and the real goals to-
ward which the concrete and objective interests of the United Na-
tions’ member states impelled the organization. Third, there was a
conflict between the official statement of Nigeria’s role at the United
Nations and what Nigeria’s concrete interests dictated as the coun-
try’s actual role at the United Nations.

The international system of the early 1960s was at the strategic or
military–political level, which was bipolar in structure. True there
was an emergent bloc of largely post-colonial states that rejected rou-
tine association with any of the power blocs. In reality, however,
many of them, including Nigeria, were directly or indirectly linked
with one of the power blocs through formal or informal bilateral mil-
itary alliances. Nigeria belonged to both the Commonwealth and
African blocs. This created problems for Nigeria’s representatives at
the United Nations, who often had to choose between one or the
other.

In the sphere of international politics, the high expectations that
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Nigerian leaders had of the UN system were dashed in the face of the
reality of the world body’s constitutional limitations and structural
weaknesses. The United Nations was limited by some of the provi-
sions of its Charter; for instance, it could not freely intervene in mat-
ters that were within the domestic jurisdiction of its constituent mem-
ber states. More important, its effective performance in the field of
peace and security was predicated on cooperation and harmony
among a few states adjudged to be the most powerful of them all.
These states – the United States of America, the Union of Soviet So-
cialist Republics, China, France, and the United Kingdom – had a
veto power over decisions pertaining to the maintenance of global
peace and security.

On international economic relations, Nigeria’s experience with the
UN system between 1960 and 1965 was slightly different. The expecta-
tion of the Nigerian leaders that the United Nations would serve as a
relatively safe source of economic aid was at least partially met. In
quantitative terms, Nigeria gained substantial external assistance
from the United Nations system, a fact that the Nigerian government
acknowledged. Whether the Nigerian government considered this
multilateral assistance the safest kind of aid in 1965 is difficult to as-
certain. What is certain is that Nigerian representatives at the United
Nations soon came to realize that they needed to secure the favour
and cooperation of the leading Western powers or to convince them
that ‘‘Nigeria was worth supporting with economic aid’’ in order to
obtain this multilateral assistance. It is likely that the material bene-
fit that Nigeria derived from the United Nations system reinforced its
leaders’ faith in and commitment to the organization even when the
philosophical and effective bases of their loyalty to the organization
had weakened.

The first diplomatic phase of Nigeria’s participation in the United
Nations was an age of innocence, when Nigerian leaders entertained
a romantic image of the organization. In the second phase (1966–
1975) the new Nigerian leaders developed a keener consciousness of
the structural defects and operational deficiencies of the United Na-
tions. Consequently, frustration and traces of disillusion with the
United Nations spread among them.

During the era of awakening (1966–1975), the intricate network of
political diplomatic relations, military/ideological alliances, and the
socio-economic polarization that then characterized the international
system were mirrored in the United Nations. As Nigerian leaders be-
came aware that politics within the United Nations, like all others, is
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bloc politics, there grew an appreciation of the importance of belong-
ing to a caucusing group or groups within the United Nations. They
began to value the usefulness of adopting a predetermined position at
caucus level on issues before the United Nations. By 1970, Nigerian
leaders had learned important lessons on the value of American con-
sensus when dealing with extra-African powers.

There is yet another consequence of the fact that at this time Ni-
gerian leaders became fully aware of the structural defects of the
United Nations and its operational deficiencies. A corollary of its
domination by the great powers was, in the Nigerian leaders’ view,
the wide gap that existed between rhetoric and action in the United
Nations’ approach to both the issues of the liberation of Africa from
colonialism and racism and the matter of the creation of a New Inter-
national Economic Order (NIEO).12

Ironically, as the image of the United Nations among Nigerian offi-
cials worsened, their faith in and commitment to the United Nations
became stronger. Nigeria’s expectations of the United Nations’ future
role in the international system waxed expansive. Generally, it en-
couraged the United Nations to play a more active, even interven-
tionist role in resolving international problems. And it was ever
ready to support the United Nations in this direction, as indicated
by payments to the regular budget and in support of endeavours of
the UN system.

The Nigerian government expected the United Nations to serve as
a means for the inauguration of a new international order, without
exploitation and inequality in the distribution of the global social
product. It demanded that the United Nations deal with the problem
of unequal exchange, domination, and exploitation between devel-
oped and underdeveloped nations. During this period at the United
Nations, the Nigerian government set out deliberately to achieve for
itself the leadership of not just Africa but the entire third world.

The role as Africa’s leader was sought by the federal military gov-
ernment of Nigeria because the Nigerian government’s active and
vanguard role in African affairs would serve, they believed, as an in-
spiration to Nigerians and motivate them to work for sustained rapid
economic development and the social integration of Nigeria. It was
hoped that the success achieved in playing such a role might rub off
on the military regime and thus strengthen its legitimacy at home.

The unfavourable image of the United Nations that prevailed in
Nigerian official circles in the late 1960s and early 1970s was the re-
sult of not always pleasant experiences. In the course of its struggle
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to end the secession of Biafra, the federal military government was
involved in international politics and diplomacy both within and out-
side the United Nations. In that process, although Nigerian political
leaders and official representatives at the United Nations were
happy with the official position of the United Nations, they were
often frustrated by the intricate power play with the system and
were not pleased with the position adopted by some individual West-
ern powers. They were also disappointed that the United Nations was
often unable to act in the face of the defiance and arrogance of the
South African government and its Portuguese and Rhodesian collab-
orators.

Nigerian delegates at the United Nations, reversing an earlier
stand, recognized, accepted, and embraced bloc politics. In his
memoirs, Nigeria’s permanent representative to the United Nations,
Adebo, identified six blocs or groups at the United Nations: West
European, East European, Latin American, Asian, African, and
Commonwealth. He conceded that bloc politics could inhibit free
debate and voting, but he argued that the benefits outweighed the
disadvantages.

Experience gained in the process of playing bloc politics at the
United Nations altered Nigeria’s previous perception of friends and
foes. It was in the process of playing international politics and con-
ducting the diplomacy of the Nigerian civil war that the Nigerian gov-
ernment came to regard the Soviet Union and its allies in a more
favourable light. In an internal memorandum produced in 1968, Ni-
geria’s Foreign Ministry identified the Soviet Union as the most de-
pendable ally of Nigeria: of all the permanent members of the Secur-
ity Council, the Soviet Union was the only power that could be relied
upon to veto any resolution at the United Nations aimed at making
concessions to the Biafran viewpoint.13 A critical evaluation of the
patterns of support for Nigeria and Africa on ending colonialism
and apartheid resulted in Nigerian leaders perceiving the Soviet
Union and its allies as friends and the West as a foe of Africa.

The continued existence of Nigeria as a united political entity was
threatened between 1966 and 1969. But the danger was averted in
part by the role played by the United Nations. Despite the ambival-
ence or, in some cases, opposition of some of its leading members,
the United Nations as an organization stood solidly behind the posi-
tion of the federal military government in defence of Nigeria’s territ-
orial integrity during these difficult years. The support of the United
Nations for the federal side, which emerged victorious, was later ad-
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duced by Nigerian leaders as a major motivation for Nigeria’s in-
creased faith in the United Nations.14

Disappointment was expressed by Nigerian representatives in the
area of decolonization and eradication of apartheid. Yet Nigeria’s
faith in the United Nations remained strong and its commitment to
the organization was unflagging. Among the Nigerian leaders there
was the conviction that, despite its defects, there was really no cred-
ible substitute for the United Nations as a multilateral diplomatic
forum. As Oiko Arikpo, Nigeria’s Commissioner for External Affairs
(1967–1975), put it, the Nigerian government believed that, in spite
of the ‘‘structural and moral deficiencies’’ of the United Nations, it
was still the best means of suppressing ‘‘the criminal system’’ in
southern Africa. On this issue, neither the NAM nor the OAU, let
alone the Commonwealth, was seen as a true alternative to the
United Nations. None was universal in membership, none was, there-
fore, an embodiment of the moral conscience of the entire world.

As for the paradox of stronger commitment to the United Nations
and rising expectations of it in the face of a relatively unfavourable
image of the organization, the explanation lies in the hope of even-
tual reform. But there was a strong determination to accept the
United Nations as it was and make the best use of it. The wider inter-
national system came to be seen as divided primarily between North
and South and only secondarily between East and West. Correspond-
ingly, at the United Nations there was a redefinition of Nigeria’s op-
ponents and friends, and a greater complexity of the power bloc
structure of the United Nations was perceived and accepted in Ni-
gerian official circles.

In Nigeria during the third diplomatic phase (1975–1989), the hope
of a fundamental restructuring of the UN system dimmed; Nigerian
leaders began to accommodate themselves to achieve only a minor
reform of the system. Nigeria’s emotional attachment to the African
caucusing group and rigid adherence to the African consensus at the
United Nations weakened. In its place emerged a more flexible and
pragmatic attitude to all blocs. In Nigeria’s international diplomacy,
emphasis began to shift from continental (i.e. pan-African) to the
narrow national interest of Nigeria and, therefore, from political
issues to economic problems. The name of the new game was ‘‘eco-
nomic diplomacy.’’ Doubts began to develop among Nigerian
leaders about the continued feasibility of multilateralism as a central
diplomatic strategy, given the apparent loss of faith in it by some of
the Western powers.
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During the earlier part of this phase (1976–1979), the Western
powers and their multinationals were regarded as exploitative and
viewed with suspicion. In the same vein, the USSR and its allies
were no longer regarded as reliable friends. The Soviet bloc was
now, along with the United States and its allies, classified as the ex-
ploitative and oppressive ‘‘North’’ from whose domination Africa in
particular and the South in general should be liberated. Only states of
the South could be trusted and regarded as Nigeria’s dependable
friends. This redefinition of Nigeria’s friends and foes at the United
Nations was in line with the new perception of the structure by the
non-aligned countries.

Foreign Minister Garba, in his memoirs, speaks of the ‘‘bewilder-
ing proliferation of groupings’’ within the UN system. He only real-
ized how complex the power bloc structure of the United Nations was
when in 1977 he ‘‘embarked on full-scale lobbying for the Nigerian
candidacy’’ as a non-permanent member of the Security Council.15
Disenchanted with the nomination of the Niger by the African
group, on the ground that the Niger had never occupied a Security
Council seat, the Nigerian government contested, and eventually
won, the seat. Further, other African states did not recognize Nigeria
as Africa’s leading power but regarded it as arrogant because of its
size and oil money.

In 1984 at Addis Ababa, under the auspices of the OAU, African
states arrived at a consensus on two issues before the United Nations:
apartheid in South Africa and the colonial status of Namibia. But in
New York the solidarity of the African group collapsed under the
diplomatic pressure of the United States of America. The Nigerian
Foreign Ministry was bitterly disappointed at the lack of loyalty
among African states that had voted against or abstained on resolu-
tions on these two issues. Attributing the disloyalty of the African
states to the high value they attached to financial assistance from
the United States, the Nigerian Foreign Ministry condemned it as
treachery.16

Despite the disappointment with the African group, the Nigerian
government continued to use it as a central instrument of its diplo-
macy at the United Nations because Nigeria has no other depend-
able group of political allies outside the African continent. In fact,
the African group is its only bridge to other third world diplomatic
groupings.

The crisis that arose in Nigeria’s relation with the African group
stemmed, in part, from a determination to give Nigeria a distinct na-
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tional voice, separate from the voice of Africa, in global (political
though not economic) issues. Both Garba (Foreign Ministry) and
Akinyemi (director general of the Nigerian Institute of International
Affairs) made the point early in this period that Nigeria would take a
clear and independent stand on international issues, and stake out a
distinctive position for itself, both in the generation of ideas and in
the establishment of the parameters of debate on a number of
issues.17 Between 1976 and 1980, Nigeria tried to do so within and
outside the United Nations, with regard to the elimination of coloni-
alism and racism in southern Africa.

On global economic issues Nigeria kept within the mainstream of
African and third world policies. As a senior official of the Foreign
Ministry averred during my interview with him in 1989 on economic
issues, ‘‘Nigeria’s position is indistinguishable from the position of the
Group of 77 at the United Nations. On economic matters coming be-
fore the UN, Nigeria deals with the issues as a member of the Group
of 77. She follows the lead of whoever is the chairman of the Group
of 77.’’18

In the third world approach to economic issues, a new realism was
noticeable in the 1980s. There was a general acceptance of a long-
standing Western view that Africa’s economic crisis was the product
not of inequities in the world economic order but of the structural
imbalances in their national economies. Consequently, during this
period, the Nigerian leaders played down their demands for a New
International Economic Order. And they accepted the IMF/IBRD-
inspired and supervised Structural Adjustment Programme. How-
ever, for Nigeria and a number of other African states, the main at-
traction of the Structural Adjustment Programme, in contrast to, say,
the Lagos Plan of Action, was the assurance of increased external
(especially multilateral) financial aid. By 1989, barely three years
after its adoption in Nigeria, disenchantment had set in among the
Nigerian people, and, to a lesser extent, the leaders too, concerning
the programme. As Nigeria’s Foreign Minister put it, ‘‘the expected
international support’’ had turned out to be either ‘‘a trickle’’ or
‘‘even non-existent.’’ Moreover, the ‘‘political risks and social costs’’
incurred in the process of implementing it were considered enorm-
ous.19

Finally, despite these changes in Nigeria’s attitudes and orienta-
tions towards the United Nations, its faith in the organization re-
mained unshaken. Indeed, the United Nations’ relevance to the solu-
tion of various global problems was regarded as beyond contention;
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and its appropriateness as an instrument for protecting and advancing
Nigeria’s interests unquestionable. What came under doubt in
Nigerian official circles during this period was the commitment of
the advanced industrialized countries, especially the United States,
to multilateralism in general and the United Nations in particular.
As for Nigeria and other underdeveloped countries, the conviction
remained strong that, as a diplomatic strategy, there was no meaning-
ful alternative to multilateralism and, as an instrument of multilateral
diplomacy, the United Nations was almost indispensable: it could,
and should, be reformed to make it more effective.

The orientation and attitude of the Nigerian government
towards the United Nations in the post–Cold War era

In the post–Cold War period, on the face of it, the Nigerian official
spokesmen perceive the United Nations as an organization ‘‘moving
towards its renaissance.’’ The post–Cold War United Nations is seen
as undergoing a process of rejuvenation, resulting in its added
strength and greater effectiveness. It is also viewed as having ‘‘ma-
tured.’’

That there is now a mature, stronger, and more effective United
Nations is, in the opinion of Nigerian political leaders, manifest in
several ways. It is evident in: the passing of several important resolu-
tions at the United Nations by consensus; the United Nations’ re-
markable progress in conducting a variety of operations aimed at
managing peaceful transitions in societies that, in the past, were
scenes of conflicts or that had suffered serious upheavals (e.g. Nami-
bia, South Africa); and the key role increasingly played by the United
Nations in resolving domestic and international conflicts through
peace-keeping and peace-enforcement (Cambodia, Bosnia, Hercego-
vina, Somalia, Western Sahara, Kuwait–lraq). Other indications of
the greater strength and effectiveness of the United Nations identi-
fied by Nigerian leaders are: its new role of providing assistance to
member states in the conduct of elections in particular (e.g. in Haiti)
and the democratization process in general; its response and initi-
ative in dealing with some of Africa’s pressing economic problems
(e.g. the external debt burden); and its enhanced role in negotiations
in disarmament.20

These developments are attributed by Nigerian leaders primarily
to what they term the ‘‘de-ideologization of international politics.’’
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The United Nations is said to have benefited from the ‘‘remarkable
spirit of reciprocity’’ among the UN member states in general and
the ‘‘growing rapprochement’’ between the United States and the for-
mer Soviet Union in particular. In turn, this favourable social climate
is put down, by Nigerian official spokesmen, squarely to the ending of
the rivalry between the two military–ideological blocs that formed
the principal protagonists of the Cold War.

It can thus be seen that, at a superficial level, the image of the
United Nations harboured by the Nigerian authorities in the post–
Cold War era is simple and favourable. At a much deeper level, how-
ever, the image of the post–Cold War United Nations that came
across from Nigerian official circles is both complex and less favour-
able. While the General Assembly is perceived as changing in re-
sponse to the rapidly evolving international environment, the Secur-
ity Council is regarded as fossilized, imprisoned by its past, so to
speak.

In more specific terms, on the one hand the UN General Assembly
is believed, by the Nigerian official spokesmen, to have been trans-
formed from a useless ‘‘talking shop’’ of the 1960s, to a forum where
serious discussions were held in the 1970s and 1980s, and now, in the
post–Cold War era, to ‘‘a multilateral negotiating arena par excel-
lence.’’21 On the other hand, the Security Council is said to give the
United Nations the ugly image, still, of an organization of the great
powers for the great powers. On the whole then, viewed narrowly
from the portals of the Security Council, the post–Cold War United
Nations in its political dimension is perceived, in Nigerian official
circles, as an organization that acts expeditiously only on issues that
are of interest to the great powers but responds tardily on matters of
importance to all other member states, including especially the Afri-
can states. In addition, at the economic level, the Bretton Woods in-
stitutions, which are now seen by Nigerian leaders as part and parcel
of the UN system, are also viewed as unchanging, unresponsive, and
partisan. They are thought of as oppressive of and interventionist in
the underdeveloped countries and partial as well as liberal in their
approaches to the developed states.

The complicated image of the post–Cold War era United Nations
that exists in Nigerian official circles is matched by the complexity of
Nigeria’s evolving attitude to the emerging ‘‘new world order.’’ The
great anxiety that characterizes that attitude is also reflected in the
latent suspicion with which the Nigerian government approaches the
post–Cold War United Nations.
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On the face of it, the Nigerian government is positively disposed
towards the emerging new world order. It apparently welcomes it on
several grounds: an expectation that it would be characterized by col-
laboration and cooperation among the major parties; the hope that,
in the new world order, many regional conflicts that previously de-
fined their essence in the context of East–West rivalry would now
be evaluated according to the merits of the case made by the direct
antagonists or protagonists; the belief that the dramatic changes in
the former Soviet bloc have released ‘‘an unstoppable wave of
democratization’’ across the globe, which, in the Nigerian official
view, is a good omen for global peace.

There are two further reasons that Nigerian official spokesmen
seem to welcome the positive fallouts from the United States/Soviet
Union rapprochement and the ending of the Cold War: one is the
faith in a more assured and peaceful future made possible partly by
the agreements in the areas of nuclear disarmament and the reduc-
tion of conventional forces; the other is the hope that the unfolding
events carry with them a historic opportunity for enabling relatively
new nations, like Nigeria, to participate in the process of shaping the
new world and, by so doing, to partake in shaping the destiny of their
peoples. All these, however, represent the superficial picture.

On deeper examination, it becomes evident that Nigerian official
representatives harbour a heavy presentiment about the prospects
and implications of the emerging new world order. The Nigerian gov-
ernment is worried that, in spite of the United Nations, the new world
order might not be different from the old, in terms of the place of
Africa and the black race with it. As the self-proclaimed leader of
Africa and the black world the Nigerian government is concerned
that, like the ‘‘old’’ world, the new one would leave Africans and
blacks as ‘‘mere recipients of order’’ from on high.22 It is gripped
with fear that, the United Nations notwithstanding, the forces of
micro-nationalism that have evidently become resurgent in Europe
might ultimately endanger world peace. It is unhappy that the
United Nations is not doing enough to ensure that Africa is not by-
passed by the peace dividends flowing from the emerging new world
order. It is also troubled by the fact that, in spite of the United Na-
tions, and in some cases with the collaboration of the United Na-
tions, events happening in other parts of the world have rapidly up-
staged the problems and the serious social, economic and political
crises in Africa.23
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Clearly then the underlying current in the Nigerian official attitude
to the post–Cold War United Nations is anxiety born out of a sense
of uncertainty. At the level of rhetoric, Nigerian authorities describe
the United Nations as stronger, more mature, and effective. In prac-
tice, however, they wonder whether the United Nations will be able
to manage the changes arising in the wake of the emerging new world
order; whether the United Nations will be sufficiently responsive to
the demands on it from all fronts; and whether the United Nations,
as presently constituted, can be evenhanded enough in distributing
the positive fallouts of the new world order.

It is this anxiety, this doubt, that seems to shape the expectations of
the United Nations by the Nigerian government. As a result, the Ni-
gerian authorities are ambivalent in their expectations from and de-
mands on the post–Cold War United Nations – expecting it to be
strongly interventionist, yet dreading the reach of that intervention-
ist hand and being anxious to check it. They feel that the United
Nations should be strengthened and equipped to act with single-
minded decisiveness, but they recommend a further diffusion of the
cultural content or composition of its strongest organ, the Security
Council, and an extension to a few more members of its debilitating
veto power. A democratization of the organs of the United Nations
or the international institutions associated with it, equality of mem-
bership in all organs of the system, and the extension of its power
and privilege to a few more members would be in order.

In practice, however, in the post–Cold War period Nigeria does
not, in fact, demonstrate genuine and unequivocal commitment to
the new United Nations, although it actively participates in UN
peace-keeping operations by sending Nigerian contingents or obser-
vers/monitors in various UN missions all over the world. One gets
the impression that in some cases, such as Somalia and Bosnia–
Hercegovina, the Nigerian involvement represents not so much a
commitment to the United Nations as a concern for national prestige
and a desire for private financial gain by some Nigerian officials from
UN operations. Besides, Nigeria’s commitment to UN objectives and
goals is doubted owing to the amount of the arrears in its contribu-
tion to the UN regular and special budgets. In 1991, Nigeria’s indebt-
edness stood at US$2.7 million – $1,965,272 in unpaid assessment
under the UN’s regular budget and some $697,374 for peace-keeping
operations. Nigeria is the third-largest African country indebted to
the United Nations next to South Africa and Libya.
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Colonialism/racism and the New International Economic
Order: UN issues of special interest to Nigeria

Nigeria regards the United Nations as an important instrument for
furthering its foreign policy goals. Its UN participation helped de-
velop its foreign policy, with the United Nations playing a central
role in evolving Nigeria’s policy on the issues of colonialism and
apartheid. When it became a member of the world body, it had no
definite foreign policy on colonialism. However, between 1960 and
1963, it pursued two parallel polices: one emerged in the course of
Nigeria’s UN participation and developed as an integral part of
Afro-Asian consensus; the other, in response to domestic pressure,
came later in Lagos, primarily by its Foreign Ministry.

The Lagos policy on colonialism, publicly inaugurated in 1961, de-
clared that ‘‘colonialism, in all its manifestations anywhere in Africa
must be ended’’ and that Nigeria would utilize its ‘‘full resources –
mental, moral and material – in the struggle for the emancipation’’
of all dependent territories of the continent. To this end, the govern-
ment initiated and implemented a programme of financial assistance
to nationalist movements. The aid was meant, however, to enable na-
tionalist movements (the FNLA of Angola, the ANC of South Africa
and Rhodesia, and the UNIP of Southern Rhodesia) to fight for na-
tional independence through constitutional methods and train indigen-
ous administrative and technical personnel. It was not to be used for
equipping and training military personnel or guerrilla warfare cadres
and fighters.

In 1961, the Minister for Foreign Affairs and Commonwealth Rela-
tions, Wachuku, presented to the Nigerian House of Represent-
atives a government programme of action on the decolonization of
Africa, targeting 1970 as the end of colonial rule. Its central strategy
was non-violent and constitutional, ruling out the use of force as a
means of national liberation and assuming that the colonialists, espe-
cially the United Kingdom and its allies, would yield or succumb to
moral and diplomatic pressures exerted by the United Nations.

The Nigerian plan was presented to the UN General Assembly in
October 1961 in a slightly modified form. Nigeria co-sponsored a re-
solution that called for ‘‘a preparation of all colonial and dependent
territories in Africa for the attainment of independence by, before,
and not later than December 1970’’ (emphasis added). This resolu-
tion and the plan on which it was predicated provoked such strong
opposition from other African states at the United Nations that ev-
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entually the Nigerian delegation withdrew it.24 This is hardly surpris-
ing as it ran counter to the letter and spirit of Resolution 1514(XV) of
December 1960 (Declaration on the Granting of Independence to
Colonial Countries and Peoples), which Nigeria had supported and
which declared inter alia that ‘‘inadequacy of political, economic and
social or educational preparedness should never serve as a pretext for
delaying independence.’’

Despite the United Nations’ rejection of the Nigerian plan for de-
colonization, the Nigerian government continued to canvass interna-
tional support outside the United Nations for some of its elements. It
also intensified its campaign against non-constitutional and violent
means of liberating dependent territories.

At the inaugural summit of the OAU in 1963, Nigeria tried once
more to sell its peaceful and gradual approach to decolonization to
other African states, which again failed. In the Addis Ababa meeting
of African heads of state and government, it was resolved to ‘‘launch
a full-scale guerrilla war against colonial regimes and white minority
governments’’ in Africa.25

Two months later, at the inaugural meeting in Dar-es-Salaam of
the newly created African Liberation Committee (ALC), the Ni-
gerian representatives pressed for the incorporation of dialogue with
colonialists as part of the liberation strategy.26 This time the Nigerian
government was successful. The ALC prescribed persuasion and ne-
gotiation ‘‘where the colonial powers had accepted the principle of
independence and had shown signs of pursuing this goal.’’ It also
agreed on the use of ‘‘all means at [the] disposal [of the Committee]
to help in the achievement of independence’’ where ‘‘the colonial
powers showed no sign or willingness to recognize the right of the
people concerned to self determination and independence.’’27

Subsequently, Nigeria tried to follow the dual approach endorsed
by the ALC, thus contributing to the African Liberation Fund and
implicitly accepting the use of violence as a means of immediate lib-
eration. However, it insisted that the ALC and other agencies should
stop assisting the so-called ‘‘High Commission’’ territories, namely,
Botswana, Lesotho, and Swaziland, with the argument that the Brit-
ish government had already decided to grant independence to these
territories and had set up representative governments working to-
wards self-rule.

By 1963 Nigeria had fully accepted the African group’s consensus
on colonialism as forged at Addis Ababa. In the same year, at the UN
General Assembly, Wachuku pledged that Nigeria would work with
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other African states to see that the continent was liberated from co-
lonialism ‘‘within the shortest possible time.’’28 By 1965, the Nigerian
government had become unequivocal in its advocacy of the use of
force for the elimination of colonialism in Africa. Thus, by then, the
New York and Lagos strands of Nigeria’s policy on colonialism had
merged.

Between 1966 and 1969, the Nigerian government placed African
liberation second to Nigeria’s national security, interpreted essen-
tially as the security of the regime in power. In this period of internal
political crisis and civil war, Nigeria’s national interest was narrowly
defined and the Nigerian government scaled down its support for
African liberation.

At the United Nations, the Nigerian representatives showed less
interest in and concern for the problem of colonialism. They were
noncommittal on resolutions dealing with this problem as they were
more preoccupied with attracting and retaining the support and sym-
pathy of all states, and especially the major Western powers, for the
federal side in the civil war. Thus, through abstentions Nigeria tried
to avoid taking stands on issues that might lead to diplomatic con-
frontation between Nigeria and the Western powers, some of which
were the colonial powers in Africa.

Within the OAU, too, Nigeria showed little practical interest in the
African liberation movements. In principle, it was committed to de-
colonization and continued to favour the use of military or coercive
means. In practice, Nigeria’s prosecution of the civil war consider-
ably weakened its commitment to financial assistance to the libera-
tion movements in Africa. Between 1966 and 1974, the Nigerian gov-
ernment withheld its contributions to the Special Fund for African
Liberation. The critical factor was the apparent conflict between con-
cern for security and support for the liberation of dependent territ-
ories in Africa. Relying on a report by a Nigerian appointed to the
staff of the executive secretariat of the ALC in Dar-es-Salaam, Ni-
geria came to believe that funds and arms meant for the liberation
movements were being diverted to the secessionists in Biafra by the
Tanzanian government.

In the post–civil war period, Nigeria’s policy on colonialism was
essentially a return to the 1960s’ African consensus on the strategy
for Africa’s decolonization. Convinced of the efficacy of armed strug-
gle in particular and coercion in general as strategies for the libera-
tion of African dependent territories and peoples, from 1970 the Ni-
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gerian government resumed its keen interest and participation. As a
corollary to the elevation of force as a preferred strategy, the United
Nations was used only to mobilize international, moral, and material
support for the liberation movements.

Right after the civil war, the government (now under Gowon) pre-
sented its programme of action on decolonization. Significantly, it
chose to present the outlines of the plan to the United Nations first,
rather than to the Organization of African Unity. It was only when
Nigeria discovered that the United Nations, at that time, was not par-
ticularly active on the issue of colonialism that it turned to the Organ-
ization of African Unity.

The plan centred on a timetable for bringing an end to colonialism
and racism. It embodied a suggestion that a special UN fund be estab-
lished to support the liberation movements in Africa and other colo-
nial territories throughout the world. The plan as presented to the
OAU was implicit in its assumption that force would be the only via-
ble option. Underlying it was the premise that armies of some inde-
pendent African states would be involved in the liberation struggle.
Nigeria and a few other ‘‘medium’’ powers in Africa were expected
to bear much of the burden. It was apparent that the Nigerian gov-
ernment regarded the liberation of Guinea-Bissau in the West Afri-
can region as Nigeria’s responsibility.

Naturally the Nigerian plan had a favourable reception at the
OAU. At the OAU summit in Rabat in 1972, it was decided that
African efforts and resources should concentrate on assisting the lib-
eration movements fighting in the Portuguese colonies in Africa.
However, other states in the subregion were not willing to have an
African Task Force established to back up the liberation move-
ments. Most important, the liberation movement most concerned,
the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde
(PAIGC), insisted on doing its own fighting.

The usefulness of the United Nations for Nigeria on the issue of
decolonization lies in its availability as a handy forum to apply collect-
ive African pressure against colonial powers. The Nigerian govern-
ment attempted to mount its own unilateral pressure to ensure that
UN-imposed sanctions against colonial powers or racist regimes
were observed. But, trapped in an embarrassing contradiction, it was
unwilling/unable to enforce similar sanctions within its own territory.
Although the Nigerian government intensely pressured the US gov-
ernment between 1972 and 1973 to repeal the Byrd Amendment,29
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as Fasehun30 has shown, Nigeria continued to trade with Portugal un-
til 1974 in opposition to OAU resolutions 23a and b. Nigeria’s claim
to lead Africa became suspect because of its actions.

Under the Mohammed-Obasanjo regime (1975–1979), Nigeria’s
foreign policy focused on colonialism and racial discrimination/apart-
heid. During this period, a very high level of official attention was
devoted to the problem, and a considerable amount of resources –
human and material – was used in solving them. Every opportunity,
every forum, was transformed into an occasion for articulating
Nigeria’s position. Between 1975 and 1979 the government stepped
up its financial and material assistance to liberation movements in
South Africa and the Front Line States. Nigeria also sent military
and civilian planes to assist freedom fighters in Rhodesia. Deter-
mined to break out of the confines of OAU consensus and to adopt
a distinctly Nigerian position on colonialism, the government es-
poused African political liberation as its central goal. On this point,
Nigeria’s diplomacy under Mohammed-Obasanjo was pursued with
greater vigour and more determination. There was a new style, too,
characterized by great panache and high drama.

The Nigerian government sought solutions mainly within the
framework of the United Nations for the problems of colonialism in
Rhodesia and the illegal occupation of South West Africa by South
Africa. The importance the Nigerian government attached to the
United Nations is demonstrated by the method used in securing a
seat as a non-permanent member of the Security Council, even defy-
ing African consensus and ignoring the OAU decision on the matter.
In the process, Nigeria was alienated from the majority of the African
states, which accused it of arrogance and behaviour like an African
superpower.31 Foreign Minister Garba later claimed that the faith
that the Nigerian government had in the fruitful outcome of Niger-
ia’s membership of the Security Council was justified since ‘‘it was
Nigeria’s persistence, made possible by our continuous presence in
the Security Council, that prodded the British and Americans on
Zimbabwe and the Western Five on Namibia towards serious re-
sults.’’32

Perhaps that was true. But, to the Nigerian public, what distin-
guished the Mohammed-Obasanjo regime was not its diplomatic skill
in prodding the British and Americans towards serious results but the
government’s defiant resistance of the orchestrated moves by the
United States (in 1975–1976) and the United Kingdom (in 1977–
1978) to impose foreign-inspired solutions on Africa with regard to
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the decolonization of Angola and Rhodesia. The government’s will-
ingness and ability to take on these great powers by denouncing their
manoeuvres publicly and boldly applying economic sanctions against
their companies fitted the Nigerian people’s image of a truly inde-
pendent government.

Unknown to the people, however, was the fact that the same gov-
ernment that was so uncompromising in its public dealings with the
West in advancing the cause of African liberation was also highly
flexible. It cooperated with the Western powers on a number of
issues relating to decolonization: for instance the Mohammed-
Obasanjo regime worked hand in hand with the Carter administra-
tion in the United States and the Callaghan government in the
United Kingdom to promote acceptance of the Anglo-American
plan on Rhodesia. The Nigerian Foreign Minister held secret meet-
ings with Tiny Rowland of Lonrho, Abel Muzorewa (then regarded
as a Western stooge and a traitor to the African cause), and, at
some point, even Ian Smith to find a solution for Rhodesia.33 The
greatest strength of Nigeria’s diplomacy was the energy expended in
the pursuit of decolonization; its weakness was the absence of a clear-
cut national policy, as distinct from the African position.

The period 1980–1989 brought three regimes: a civilian one under
Shehu Shagari (1980–1983) and two successive military regimes
under Muhammadu Buhari (1984–1985) and Ibrahim Babangida
(1985–1989). Both civilian and military regimes were committed to
the elimination of colonialism, racial discrimination, and apartheid
in South Africa. There was, at least at the rhetorical level, no differ-
ence between them and the Mohammed-Obasanjo administration.
All were also one in their advocacy of the strategy to be adopted in
both the liberation of Namibia and the eradication of racial discrim-
ination and apartheid in South Africa. For all, the central strategy
was armed struggle waged by the liberation movements in South
Africa, reinforced through concerted action by the international com-
munity in the form of comprehensive and mandatory sanctions
against South Africa.

In the United Nations, Nigerian representatives strived to get the
world body to adopt resolutions that would confer legitimacy on the
armed struggles waged by the liberation movements, mobilize finan-
cial and material support for them, and impose sanctions. During this
period, there were several developments conducted at the United Na-
tions by Nigeria in its diplomacy towards South Africa. One was the
deliberate attempt to strike a balance between a preoccupation with
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colonialism and apartheid, on the one hand, and an increasing con-
cern for the deplorable economic conditions of Nigeria and Africa,
on the other. In the 1990s, there was an increasing interest in eco-
nomic issues and a declining emphasis on colonialism, racial discrim-
ination, and apartheid.

Evolution of Nigerian government policy and attitudes on
racism and apartheid in Africa, 1960–1989

In 1960, Nigeria had no definite policy on racism or apartheid in
South Africa. As Wachuku admitted years later, in a private inter-
view, ‘‘we were developing our policies as issues arose.’’34 The
Sharpeville massacre on 21 March 1960 forced the Nigerian govern-
ment and people to take a stand to stimulate the evolution of a pol-
icy. The United Nations Security Council adopted a resolution on 1
April 1960 deploring the massacre. Nigeria was not yet independent
at the time and had not been admitted to the United Nations. None
the less, there were strong reactions to these developments.

In 1961, a formal statement on Nigerian policy on racial discrimina-
tion was issued by the Minister for Foreign Affairs. As he put it,

The total eradication of all forms of racial discrimination . . . is one of the
pillars of Nigeria’s foreign policy. We will never regard racial discrimina-
tion as an internal affair in any state. Nowhere in the world, in no state, how-
ever powerful, however wealthy, will Nigeria countenance humiliations to
people of African descent; and we will not consider any action on our part
as interference in the internal affairs of another state. This includes South
Africa.35

The policy statement considered racial discrimination as humiliating
to the black race and Nigeria considered it to be its destiny to lead
the movement for the eradication of this evil.

Nigeria’s policy on apartheid, racism, and colonialism in the
post–Cold War era

As the new world order evolved, the Nigerian government found it
necessary to review old policies and adopt new ones to cope with
the changing times. One of the policies that underwent serious re-
view was that on apartheid and racial discrimination. The other was
anti-colonialism. The new policy introduced to replace the two was
known as ‘‘the new economic diplomacy.’’
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Over the years it had been a cardinal plank of Nigeria’s foreign
policy to provide the African continent with leadership in the
struggle against apartheid, colonialism, and racial discrimination, par-
ticularly in South Africa. However, in 1991, it began to emerge that the
Nigerian government wished to reverse its policy of non-fraterniza-
tion with or isolation of the apartheid regime in South Africa. As a
response to the request from South African President F. W. de Klerk
and as a reaction to the lifting of economic sanctions on South Africa
by the European Communities, the Nigerian government hinted in
April of 1991 that it would place before the OAU summit at Abuja
in July of the same year a proposal to lift the sanctions, provided de
Klerk removed the remaining vestiges of apartheid by May 1991.36

In contrast, Nigeria’s permanent representative and ambassador to
the United Nations in 1991, Ibrahim Gambari, who was also chair-
man of the UN Anti-apartheid Committee, defended the mainten-
ance of economic sanctions against South Africa. He noted that the
international community, at the level of the United Nations, had de-
cided not to relax existing sanctions against South Africa until there
was clear evidence of ‘‘profound and irreversible changes’’37 in South
Africa. However, in April 1992, the Nigerian government unilaterally
abandoned this position for good. It invited, received, and hosted
President F. W. de Klerk and other members of the South African
racist regime in Abuja, to the shock and anger of both the African
National Congress and the Pan-African Congress, the main liberation
movements in Africa. In so doing, Nigeria abandoned its 30-year pol-
icy of non-fraternization with the following justifications: positive
changes in South Africa, the need to influence events there, and
Nigeria’s national interest.38

The change of policy was, in fact, merely a step in Nigeria’s search
for a post-apartheid foreign policy that preoccupied the Foreign Min-
istry under Ike Nwachukwu. It was a search born from the conviction
that ‘‘Nigeria’s foreign policy since 1960, which is decolonization, was
almost at the end of the line.’’ The Nigerian government then decided
to ‘‘switch from the early political thrust . . . placed on [Nigeria’s] for-
eign relations to economic relations as the motive power for eco-
nomic development.’’39 Thus, the fraternization with de Klerk’s
minority regime marked the end of the old policy and the beginning
of a new one.

The new economic diplomacy had economic, political, and cultural
dimensions. At the economic level, it involved the search for foreign
investment and aid, mostly from the advanced capitalist countries,
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the quest for outlets for Nigerian products, and the exploration of
areas for profitable investment abroad for Nigerian businessmen. In
his address in 1991 to newly appointed Nigerian ambassadors, For-
eign Minister Nwachukwu stressed the prominence of economic mis-
sion as their new mandate.

In view of this new thinking, it is hardly surprising that, a week be-
fore de Klerk and his team arrived in Nigeria, Ike Nwachukwu an-
nounced a trade policy that would allow Nigerian businessmen and
companies (including subsidiaries of foreign companies) to trade
openly with South Africa. De Klerk took the cue: significantly his del-
egation included three South African businessmen, including the
chairman of the South African Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

The political dimension of the new economic diplomacy involved
normalizing relations with all countries and consolidating political re-
lations with those states adjudged capable of assisting the process of
Nigeria’s economic recovery. Thus, Nigeria’s foreign policy was dir-
ected towards winning the friendship and confidence of all countries
that could purchase Nigerian products and provide foreign invest-
ment and technical aid. This policy was particularly predicated on
the assumption that there was an urgent need to cultivate the good-
will of advanced capitalist countries in order to secure their assistance
and support. Nigeria also set out to normalize relations with known
allies of the West. Thus, as it moved to establish economic and polit-
ical ties with South Africa, Nigeria also took steps to normalize rela-
tions with Israel. Significantly, barely a month after hosting de Klerk,
the Nigerian government received Yitzhak Shamir, the Israeli For-
eign Minister, thus opening the re-establishment of diplomatic rela-
tions with Israel.

At the cultural level, the Nigerian government embarked on a re-
paration project that later came to be known as ‘‘reparation for com-
pensation.’’ At this point, the central issue for the Nigerian govern-
ment was to demand compensation from the former colonial powers
of Europe as well as the United States for past wrongs, such as
slavery, colonialism, and neo-colonialism, done to Africans and per-
sons of African descent.

Later, following the first Pan-African Conference, organized jointly
in April 1993 by the Organization of African Unity’s Group of Emi-
nent Persons on Reparations and the Nigerian government, the lat-
ter became acquainted with the broader notion of the reparation pro-
ject. It became aware of a second dimension, which the conference
considered even more important – ‘‘reparation for repair.’’ This in-
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volves repair of the damage done to the African psyche, culture,
economies, and societies by centuries of enslavement, colonization,
and neo-colonization, through, inter alia, the reconstruction of Afri-
can history. The point was to demonstrate that, while being brutal-
ized and impoverished through slavery and colonialism, Africans en-
riched Europe and America. Even though the Nigerian government
participated in the conference, there is no evidence that the govern-
ment came fully to appreciate, let alone totally accept, the implica-
tions of the second dimension of the reparation project. In his
address to the United Nations in October 1993, Chief Ernest
Shonekon, head of the dismantled Nigerian Interim National Gov-
ernment, showed no appreciation of this cultural dimension of the
historical project.

Even more important, although racism generally has become an
urgent problem in the world of the 1990s, the Nigerian government
has as yet produced no coherent policy on how to deal with the prob-
lem in its global dimension. In its wider context, the racism problem
was put on the international agenda not by Nigeria, which is vice-
chairman of the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Dis-
crimination (CERD), but by Algeria. In 1993, Algeria, acting on be-
half of the African group at the United Nations, introduced a draft
resolution for the inauguration of a Third Decade to combat racism
and racial discrimination. The draft resolution, among others, urged
the UN General Assembly and the Security Council to keep a close
watch on South Africa until a democratic regime is established in that
country. The Nigerian government undoubtedly supported this draft
resolution. However, its preoccupation is somewhat different: it is to
reap economic benefits from the changes in South Africa.

Nigeria and the demand for a New International Economic
Order (NIEO), 1960–1989

If Nigeria’s core interest will be, in the future, economic develop-
ment, how appropriate will the United Nations be as the central dip-
lomatic forum for the furtherance of this goal? From the start, Ni-
geria had set out to use the United Nations as a means of attracting
external financial and technical assistance for Nigeria. Nigeria saw
the United Nations as a neutral non-partisan organization that could
serve as an appropriate forum in which to convince advanced nations
that providing disinterested aid to the new and poorer nations means
laying a solid foundation for international peace and security.
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Like most other African states, Nigeria preferred and tried to ap-
ply ‘‘a model of economic development’’ that emphasized ‘‘a mixed
economy providing for the simultaneous development of the private
and the (public) sectors of the economy, fed by Western capital and
technology and supervised by Western technical personnel.’’40

Nigeria’s participation in the search for an NIEO was only at the
vanguard of the movement. Its concept of the new order consisted
of three interrelated aspects: internal (domestic), regional/sub-
regional, and global/international. In the first decade (1960–1969) of
its independence, the government stressed the global, multilateral ap-
proach. In the second decade (1970–1979) attention was shifted to
the national and subregional aspect. The third decade (1980–1989)
saw the restructuring of the national economy under the direction
and supervision of international agencies, an approach that implied
the suspension of the search for a New International Economic
Order. Another factor that led to the abandonment was frustration
arising from the use of the United Nations as an instrument for dis-
mantling the old and the inauguration of a new world economic
order. The United Nations operates to preserve the existing inter-
national political and economic order rather than to overthrow it.

Nigeria and the New Agenda for Africa

The New Agenda for Africa was adopted by the United Nations in
December 1991. Under this agenda, the African governments re-
affirmed their determination to carry through the difficult economic
reforms prescribed by the UN-related multilateral financial institu-
tions and to ensure the effective participation of their people in devel-
opment planning and governance, and donor countries and interna-
tional development agencies pledged their full and tangible support
to the African efforts.

The UN Secretary-General, who authored the agenda, strongly
emphasized respect for human rights and its strong link to demo-
cracy and development. His position was that ‘‘without deep respect
for human rights, efforts at development [would] be undermined by
perpetual dissension and repeated conflict.’’ Africa and the interna-
tional community, therefore, must search for new and more effective
approaches to the solution of Africa’s persistent development prob-
lems because ‘‘past approaches have so far produced results commen-
surate with the effort.’’41
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Nigeria expressed support for the new agenda. While on a state
visit to Spain in December 1991, Ibrahim Babangida, the Nigerian
leader, spoke of the ‘‘symbolic relationship between democracy and
development.’’ He noted that African states were pursuing economic
reforms side by side with the restructuring of the political process.42
Two months earlier, in his address to the UN General Assembly, he
spoke of the convergence of views among member states of the
United Nations on the linkage between democracy and develop-
ment. He urged all African states fully to embrace the democratic
culture to enable ‘‘our peoples to enjoy fundamental human rights
and participate fully in decisions that affect their life and well-
being.’’ Turning to the other aspect of the United Nations’ New
Agenda for Africa, Babangida called for ‘‘debt forgiveness [in re-
turn] for credible and sustained structural adjustment programmes.’’
He argued that, beyond the issue of ‘‘debt forgiveness,’’ what Africa
‘‘needs is a special financial package, a kind of Marshall Plan.’’ This
‘‘would demonstrate the sincerity of the developing world [in ad-
dressing] the plight of Africa, right historical wrongs and set the
world on the path to a new world order that is just and equitable.’’43

All this was rhetoric. It soon became clear that the Nigerian gov-
ernment was not truly and sincerely committed to the New Agenda
for Africa. Nor was it interested in truly carrying out the kind of eco-
nomic reforms prescribed by either the Bretton Woods institutions
(the IMF and the World Bank) or the Economic Commission for
Africa. Both political and economic reform programmes were aban-
doned by the Nigerian government in 1991.

As to the question of the link between reform and the alleviation
of the external debt burden, the Nigerian government also soon be-
came impatient with UN-related international institutions. The very
policies that are integral parts of the prescriptions of the multilateral
institutions within the UN system became subjects of trenchant criti-
cism by Nigerian leaders. The government now argued that there was
no such thing as a flawless market or even a perfect socio-economic
system; rather there were ‘‘failures inherent in both private market
and public domain.’’ It also contended that there was ‘‘nothing con-
ceptually in economic liberalisation which negates the need and ne-
cessity for national economic planning and selective protection
under conditions of underdevelopment.’’ At any rate, it insisted that
the more a state deregulates, the more it would need to monitor and
guide the system – a form of deregulated management. State inter-
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vention in the economy is not bad when pursued; what is important is
the ‘‘nature of the instruments employed to intervene and the quali-
tative sophistication of the intervention modality.’’44

By 1991, Babangida warned those external agencies, institutions,
and power centres that sought to write Nigeria’s reform agenda in
the image of their own world view that they were doing damage to
its long-term interests as well as theirs. The endless conditionalities,
he said, could only retard Nigeria’s economic recovery process. He
recommended instead Africa’s own comprehensive conditions for a
true new world order in place of the standard Structural Adjustment
Programme of the International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank.

On his part, Nigeria’s current military leader, General Sani Aba-
cha, in his 1994 speech, urged the international community to try ap-
preciating the social and political consequences of insisting on the
kinds of economic reforms that the Bretton Woods institutions have
imposed on African countries. He said that the Structural Adjust-
ment Programme, the heavy burden of external debt, and the painful
effects of democratization are all sources of conflict that threaten
social order and peace in Nigeria and other African states. It was ne-
cessary, therefore, to space them in order to be able to manage the
conflicts they generate. On this basis, he announced the formal sus-
pension of some aspects of the economic reform programme started
in Nigeria in 1986 under the supervision of the IMF and the World
Bank.

Nigeria’s proposal for UN reform in the post–Cold War era

In the post–Cold War period the main talk about UN reform coming
out of Africa is the reconstitution of the United Nations Security
Council. African states, including Nigeria, show little or no interest
in other proposals for UN reform, such as those that touch on how
to make the United Nations more operationally efficient and finan-
cially sound.

Nigeria is keen on having the Security Council reformed as well as
the United Nations itself. It has now advanced several new and fresh
arguments in support of its demand for an expansion of the perman-
ent membership of the Security Council. First, Nigeria argues that
the United Nations cannot be regarded as a credible force for demo-
cracy all over the world if it does not democratize its principal organs.
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As Babangida put it, ‘‘the logic of democracy cannot be confined
within the borders of individual states but must, of necessity, be ap-
plicable to the operation of international organisations.’’45 Emphasis
is placed on democratizing the Security Council because not only is it
one of the major organs of the United Nations, but also, more import-
antly, it is regarded as the least democratic or least representative
organ. Yet it is a body that many people look up to for support and
assistance in the quest for democracy and freedom from oppression
and aggression.

As in the past, Nigeria continues to predicate its demand for the
expansion of permanent membership of the Security Conncil on the
ground that the creation of additional seats on the Council would en-
sure equitable regional representation in that body and thereby en-
hance the credibility and legitimacy of the United Nations. How-
ever, it now suggests that the number be increased to 12, which
means 7 new permanent seats. But there will be only 9 non-
permanent members, bringing the total to 21, a number Nigeria has
always favoured. Africa, Asia, and Europe should each get two of
the additional seven permanent seats, while Latin America would
get one. By Nigeria’s proposal, the composition of the UN Security
Council would still be lopsided, favouring Europe.

Secondly, the Nigerian government now insists that, having played
a prominent role in several peace-keeping operations of the United
Nations, it should be admitted to permanent membership of the Se-
curity Council. It also further argues that, since the Security Council
is charged with the maintenance of international peace and security,
it is only appropriate that Nigeria, being chairman of the UN Com-
mittee on Peacekeeping, and whose troops are currently engaged in
peace-keeping operations in at least seven countries, be admitted to
the Council as a permanent member. In 1993, Mathew Mbu, the
Foreign Minister, said that Nigeria is ‘‘a very strong advocate that
the Council be enlarged’’; and ‘‘we want to see an African member
on that body, and Nigeria is a candidate for membership.’’46

Proposals for reform made by the advanced industrialized
states

Nigerian governments have supported proposals by other states, in-
cluding the great powers, to restructure the United Nations. The re-
action of Nigeria to the report of the Group of 18, a committee set up
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by the General Assembly to review the efficiency of the administrat-
ive and financial functioning of the United Nations, was character-
ized by ambivalence. It rejected the argument that the crisis in the
United Nations was either financial or a crisis of multilateralism and
maintained that it was a ‘‘political crisis inflicted on the UN by its
membership, arising from the disagreement about the management
and control of the organisation’s budget and the determination of its
programmes.’’ The Nigerian government argued, albeit reluctantly,
with the Group of 18 that the problem was also administrative and
financial: ‘‘there can be no denying the fact that the UN can be
more cost-effective and efficient.’’47

Nigeria’s support for reform was ambiguous and was given on two
conditions: first, that the much-talked-about administrative and finan-
cial efficiency would be achieved without a ‘‘diminution in adequate
resource allocation, be they human, financial or materials,’’ to the
programmes of the United Nations; second, that the reform must be
carried out ‘‘in full cognizance of the tenets of the United Nations
Charter regarding the sovereign equality of all member states.’’48

Nigerian government support for the key sections of the report was
dependent on the extent to which a section served Nigeria’s national
interests. Sometimes support was given in principle to a section and
almost withdrawn in practice. It raised objection to recommenda-
tions or aspects of the report that tended adversely to affect the im-
plementation of programmes valued by African states. While conced-
ing that cost-saving measures needed to be instituted in the United
Nations and that readjustments in the quota contributions might
even be necessary, Nigeria rejected any proposal that detracted
from the resolve and ability of the United Nations to maintain the
UN-endorsed Programme of Action for African Economic Recovery
and Development (PAAERD). Along with other African states, Ni-
geria was concerned that these resources might not materialize. The
Nigerian government insisted that essential programmes and activ-
ities of high priority should continue to attract the lion’s share of
the available resources. Accordingly, it insisted that the PAAERD
approved under UN General Assembly Resolution S-13/2 should
remain a priority list that deserved high resource allocation.

In general Nigeria was committed to the reorganization of the
United Nations and believed that the recommendations of the
Group of 18 would provide a basis to revitalize the world body. But
it did not want this at the expense of the interests of Nigeria and
Africa and was sensitive to any proposal that smacked of attempts
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to impose solutions on Africa and the third world. It was suspicious of
innovative procedures of decision-making that appeared democratic
but on deeper examination meant the imposition of the will of the
strong over the weak. This was how Nigeria viewed the proposals
that embodied recommendations that decisions be made by con-
sensus rather than by majority vote.

One of the critical issues that bothered the United States and other
great powers was the planning and budget mechanism. The Report
of the Group of 18 makes it very clear: ‘‘Notwithstanding the points
of convergence [on the issue] the Group could not reach a consensus
on the different proposals submitted.’’49 The proposal favoured by
the major powers at the United Nations was the recommendation
that the budgeting process and programme planning in the United
Nations be merged – that these two functions be entrusted to a single
intergovernmental expert body that should work on the basis of con-
sensus. Nigeria rejected these recommendations and proposals.

Nigeria’s position was that those who advocated consensus meant
imposition. The Nigerian government agreed in principle that the
United Nations can function only on the basis of consensus but main-
tained that this consensus must be one that pays adequate respect to
the concern of each and all. It pointed out that the countries that re-
sorted to the withholding of their financial contributions to the sys-
tem as a means of registering their disapproval of the United Na-
tions’ budget and programmes could hardly be said to be genuinely
interested in the principle of consensus, nor could they be seen to be
acting in good faith. Rather they were bent on getting other states to
accept their own preferred proposals for reform. Nigeria warned that
reform measures should not be dictated or imposed by any member
or group of states.

The reform acceptable to Nigeria, without qualification, was the
restructuring of ECOSOC (the Economic and Social Council). Like
other members of the Group of 77, Nigeria favoured the merging of
the two sessions of ECOSOC and a reduction in both the number of
issues handled and the volume of documentation for meetings. Gen-
erally, it welcomed reforms directed at reducing the frequency and
duration of meetings of the organs and agencies of the United Na-
tions. Nigeria also accepted proposals that enhanced rather than re-
duced the influence of Africa and the third world in these institu-
tions, such as the suggestion for the replacement of the procedure of
weighted voting in multinational financial institutions with that of
majority ballot.
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Evaluation of the Nigerian government’s position on proposals
for the reform of the United Nations

Nigeria wants a strong, effective, and efficiently managed United Na-
tions, but it also wishes for a United Nations that would have an influ-
ential voice and that would serve Nigeria’s national interest. It asks
for democratization of the structure and decision-making procedures
in the principal organs of the world body, especially the Security
Council. The logical corollary of this position is that it would support
the position of Liberia, which is that, at the regional level, the UN
Security Council seats be shared on a geographical basis, and, at the
subregional level, they be rotated among such members. Nigeria’s
general attitude is that other African states should recognize Ni-
geria’s regional ‘‘medium’’ power status, and defer to it to occupy
the permanent seat when it is available. This attitude has to be dis-
carded if Nigeria wants to be taken seriously in its proposal for re-
form. Another trap that Nigeria stands in danger of is the temptation
to base its argument for the redistribution of power at the United Na-
tions on the assumed emergence of a new centre of power in Africa.
Now that the global economic crisis is reducing Nigeria and other
African states to a position of weakness beyond what was imagined
in the heady days of the early 1970s, there is a limit to which this posi-
tion can be pushed.

A potential area of contradiction is the emphasis on the sovereign
equality of states. This contradicts the principle of regional repres-
entation. More importantly, it begs the important question of redistri-
bution of the financial burden at the United Nations. To claim equal
right with all states is to imply a preparedness to bear an equal share
of the burden. Yet, as some senior External Affairs officers main-
tained when interviewed in Lagos in 1989, Nigeria does not want to
pay more than it does now. Nigeria’s position is that neither it nor
any African state should be reassessed in a manner that would make
them carry a greater financial burden of these institutions than they
do already. If indeed this is Nigeria’s position (and this is doubtful,
given Akinyemi’s public declaration of Nigeria’s stand on the mat-
ter), it also casts doubt on Nigeria’s claim to the right to represent
Africa at the Security Council. It opens to question its claim to ‘‘me-
dium’’ power status.

Having the largest concentration of human and material resources
in Africa, Nigeria’s claim to African leadership is credible. As Africa
gradually moves in the direction of a common foreign policy, through
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coordination and harmonization of national viewpoints, the bid for a
permanent seat on the Security Council is justified. Africa should in-
fluence how its own resources are exploited. Nigeria can reconcile the
two positions by adopting the Liberian position referred to earlier.
Surely the international community will benefit from increasing the
harmony of interests and viewpoints within groups. The United Na-
tions will be stronger for it.

Conclusion

In the past 30 years, successive Nigerian governments have used the
United Nations to protect and advance Nigeria’s national interests.
Sometimes that interest was narrowly defined and sometimes it was
broadly interpreted. From time to time, two interpretations or dimen-
sions of Nigeria’s national interest came into conflict. The narrow
interest of mobilizing external economic and financial resources –
chiefly from the advanced capitalist countries of the West – for Ni-
geria’s economic development was often in contention with the
broader interest of establishing a New International Economic Order.
The narrow interpretation of Nigeria’s national security interest,
often confused with the security of the regime in office or of the
social group in power, was frequently in contradiction with the wider
interest of African liberation from colonialism and racism. Sometimes
the narrow national interest of Nigeria was allowed to prevail; at
other times, the broad view was dominant.

When the broad concept of Nigeria’s national interest triumphed,
the Nigerian government found itself acting in harmony with the as-
pirations and objectives of most other African and third world coun-
tries. It discovered that it carried the most active and politically volat-
ile domestic social groups with it. At such times, it moved nearer to
achieving Nigeria’s abiding ambition, explicit or unexpressed, that is,
providing leadership for a diplomatic coalition of African and third
world states at the United Nations. At such periods, Nigeria was
able to play a leading role in mobilizing international support for
the political liberation of Africa. If it could not play a similar role on
the issue of the third world demand for a New International Eco-
nomic Order, it was partly because of the tendency of the narrow per-
spective to intrude forcefully and frequently in the interpretation of
Nigeria’s external economic interests. This was partly because, on
this issue, unlike on the question of colonialism and racism, no clear
domestic voice was raised in favour of the use of the United Nations
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as an instrument for the establishment of the New International
Economic Order. In Nigeria, few governments were able to ignore
the preferences of the people on the objectives of Nigeria’s foreign
policy.

At the United Nations, external influences helped shape Nigeria’s
behaviour. The Western powers, especially the United Kingdom and
the United States, exerted influence over Nigerian delegates in the
early years of the country’s diplomatic history. They were soon dis-
placed not by the Soviet Union and its allies, with whom Nigeria’s
relations had improved remarkably in later years, but by the emer-
ging African and third world blocs. However, at no time did any Ni-
gerian government become captive to either the Western bloc or later
the African and third world blocs. An idiosyncratic Nigerian hand
was often discernible in the African and third world diplomatic gath-
erings.

The major constraints on or facilitators of Nigeria’s ability to pur-
sue its interests at the United Nations derived from the domestic
environment. When there was strong domestic political support, re-
inforced by adequate administrative capacity, behind a Nigerian gov-
ernment, it was effective at the United Nations. Conversely, when
either one or both domestic resources were lacking, especially when
the bureaucratic foundations of Nigeria’s diplomacy were weak, then
Nigeria became ineffective in playing a leading role in the protection
and advancement of Nigeria’s African and third world interests in the
United Nations.

However, Nigeria’s interest was defined and, whether the domestic
base for its pursuit was weak or strong, the United Nations was,
throughout the last 30 years, regarded by every Nigerian govern-
ment as the most diplomatic forum for the achievement of the coun-
try’s foreign policy goals. The universality and apparent anonymity of
the United Nations were, at least at first, taken for effectiveness and
neutrality. And the decision-making structure and process of each of
its organs and agencies, which, with few exceptions (the Security
Council, the IMF, and the Word Bank), were perceived as demo-
cratic, were interpreted as a mark of the United Nations’ commit-
ment to the principles of equality of states and majority rule. These
presumed qualities helped to endear the United Nations to Nigeria.
Consequently, the Nigerian government gave the United Nations
unflinching loyalty.

In the future, Nigerian governments are likely to continue to use
the United Nations as the principal instrument of Nigeria’s multilat-
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eral diplomacy and to demonstrate strong commitments to its object-
ives and principles. But, at the same time, Nigeria’s demand for UN
reform, although somewhat weakened in the late 1980s, is likely to
become more strident and persistent in the future. This is partly be-
cause the United Nations will be less able to satisfy Nigeria’s and
Africa’s future aspirations. In the last three decades, the political lib-
eration of Africa was seen by successive Nigerian leaders as the pre-
eminent pan-African duty. In the twenty-first century, the liberation
of Africa from foreign economic domination and exploitation will be
adjudged the critical pan-African task. As the experience of the de-
mand for an NIEO has shown, the United Nations as now consti-
tuted is inappropriate for the pursuit of this goal. Another reason Ni-
geria is likely to grow more insistent in demanding radical reform of
the world body is that more intense domestic issues will pressure the
Nigerian government to seek a more effective voice for Nigeria and
Africa at the United Nations.

If the apparent convergence of interests between the Eastern and
Western blocs in the world becomes real, and the growing harmon-
ization of policies among European powers attains full fruition, two
possible scenarios may emerge in Nigeria. The first is that develop-
ments may be interpreted in ideological terms as the polarization of
the world into two main classes: the dominant class made up of the
North – the advanced industrialized countries; and the dominated
and exploited class – the states of the South and the underdeveloped
third world countries. The second scenario is that these same devel-
opments will be defined in racist terms. The technological backward-
ness of Black Africa may be perceived and interpreted by race-
conscious leaders and groups in Nigeria as the product of racial
prejudice against the Black peoples of the world. This viewpoint will
reinforce the belief now held in certain quarters in Nigeria that it is
its manifest destiny to liberate the Black race from political, social,
and economic thralldom.

Whichever scenario prevails, the United Nations will be called
upon to play a central role in resolving the conflicts. The United Na-
tions, appropriately reformed, can cope. In order to meet the emer-
ging demands of member states, the United Nations must be restruc-
tured not merely to neutralize the purported tyrannical tendencies
of the numerical majority, but also to curb the alleged hegemonic
proclivities of the powerful minority, which is developing new solidar-
ity bonds and looking ever more menacing to the third world. While
drawing on and making creative use of the positive developments in
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the practice of international governance of the last two centuries,
those in a position to shape the future of the United Nations should
free themselves from the incubus of historical perception and inter-
pretation of international governance in terms of the concert of Euro-
pean powers. For a more effective world organization, peoples, not
states, should be the main target of the reform. Maximization of wel-
fare, not the balancing of power, should be a guiding principle. Allies
of the future United Nations should be sought among those who fa-
vour people’s welfare over governmental security, among those who
value human rights and developments over and above the acqui-
sition of war materials or profits derived from the sale of arms and
ammunition.
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9

The United Kingdom and the
United Nations

A. J. R. Groom and Paul Taylor

The historical legacy

The modern British can draw upon a long and rich experience of for-
eign policy making. The United Kingdom has been a significant actor
in the European state-system since its inception through the process
that culminated in the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. For a while,
indeed, the world system was Eurocentric, and this period coincided
with the United Kingdom’s apogee as the leading power in two ‘‘long
cycles’’ of world history, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.1
The second cycle, from the end of the Napoleonic Wars until the out-
break of the Great War, saw the birth of international institutions in
a recognizably modern form. In some ways they were a response to
two apparently contradictory trends. First, the industrial revolution
was creating a single, integrated world economy, while, second, the
growth of nationalism, which was given a great impetus by the
French revolution, was leading to a decline in dynastic loyalties and
class ties and to a consolidation of state structures buttressed by a
welfare state and encompassed by increasingly impermeable territ-
orial boundaries. International organization made these seemingly
contradictory trends compatible by providing the medium for inter-
national flows of goods, services, ideas, and people and a forum
through which national governments could exercise some control
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over them. Moreover, they provided a means for states and other
actors to approach new system-wide problems of a technical, economic,
social, or political nature. Britain played a leading role in all of these
developments.

There emerged, in the nineteenth century, four traditions of inter-
national organization that remain with us today. The first concerns
general political and security questions and is a long-standing at-
tempt to manage great power rivalries with the aid of institutional
mechanisms and procedures to facilitate the degree of cooperation
necessary for the successful functioning of the balance of power.
While the British Foreign Secretary, rather helplessly, watched the
lights go out in Europe in the summer of 1914, the need for an institu-
tionalized system of management for power politics was, by then,
fully recognized by the powers, and not least by the United King-
dom, which played a leading role in creating a successor system in
the form of the League of Nations.

The United Kingdom’s role in the development of international or-
ganization in the nineteenth century was not limited to the Concert
system. In the Americas, as in Europe, increasing resort was made
to legal means to settle political disputes, and the United Kingdom
encouraged this. For instance, no attempt was made by the United
Kingdom to burn the White House again over the ‘‘Alabama’’ ques-
tion. Although UK willingness, as the hegemonic power, to submit to
arbitration was a major contribution to this trend, the British diplo-
matic tradition is not as imbued with the legal spirit as that of Contin-
entals or Latin Americans, in part because legal training is not such
a fundamental element in the education of British public servants and
public figures as it often is elsewhere. The UK approach is more prag-
matic, and less principled in a legal sense – not for nothing is the
United Kingdom feared and admired as ‘‘perfidious Albion.’’

This pragmatism revealed its positive side in the birth of the
‘‘peace movement’’ in the United Kingdom in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Gentlemen in the United Kingdom, with the public and interna-
tional interest at heart, began to meet to discuss international issues
of high politics from the middle of the nineteenth century.2 They
were concerned to create a more peaceful and orderly world and
sought to abolish such sores on civilization as the slave trade and
slavery. Human rights were at the heart of their concerns. They
were a starting point for the pressure groups that were later to give
currency to ideas for a ‘‘League of Nations,’’ particularly in the
United Kingdom, France, and the United States. Their impact upon
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the thinking and actions of governments was considerable. The
United Kingdom was even then a major centre of activity by interna-
tional non-governmental organizations (INGOs) and so it remains.
Furthermore, as the functional integration of the world increased
apace, so did the need for enabling organizations, as the Rhine River
Commission. And so it was with weights and measures, patents, the
Greenwich meridian, and the like. Moreover, given the United King-
dom’s role in the world economy and the emerging global power
structure, the United Kingdom’s interests, values, and policies were
well served.

The Eurocentric world came to an end in 1914, but not, in practical
effect, until 1945. The call for a League of Nations was the last of
President Wilson’s Fourteen Points and became an Allied war aim
and part of the Treaty of Versailles. The Covenant of the League
was itself based largely upon UK and US drafts as amended by
others, principally the French. General Jan Smuts of South Africa
also played a major role in the drafting process (as he did later in
the drafting of the Preamble of the UN Charter). Governments
sought to bring together the trends that had emerged in the nine-
teenth century. Collective security and an elaborate system of legal,
administrative, and political dispute-handling procedures were allied
to processes for peaceful change. An attempt was made to integrate
existing international public unions into a systematic whole, and the
League stimulated and saw the birth of a large number of institutions
that have since become familiar as UN specialized agencies and pro-
grammes. At the centre of the system lay a new international phe-
nomenon – an international secretariat. This was permanent, it had
a wide remit, it was loyal to the principles of the Covenant above all
else (at least in theory), and it had a degree of political independence
– potential if not actual. The idea of an independent secretariat
staffed by career officials in both the League and the United Nations
owes much to British insistence. Nevertheless, the League was in-
tended not to bring about supranational integration but to foster the
growth of a sense of international community between governments
and peoples.

At the heart of the enterprise were the UK and French govern-
ments and peoples. Germany and the USSR were pariah states only
briefly and later to become members; the United States retreated into
isolation; Japan and Italy were slighted by the Anglo–French–Amer-
ican domination of Versailles, and later their actions in Manchuria
and Abyssinia in defiance of the League helped to destroy it. The
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two Secretaries-General were first Sir Eric Drummond of the United
Kingdom and then Joseph Avenol of France (Sean Lester of Ireland
held the post during the war years). The success or failure of the
political and security provisions depended crucially on the United
Kingdom and France, and for both countries the League was a major
factor in policy considerations. The League quickly became an or-
ganic part of the world political system and to that degree it was a
success. It was an integral and important part of UK foreign policy.
Moreover, British public opinion, and non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) like the League of Nations Union and the ‘‘Peace
Pledge,’’ ensured that the League would have salience for any UK
government. The governments could not ignore the League. That
the League failed in its security aspirations cannot be ascribed to
UK policy, as the basic conditions necessary for the creation of a sys-
tem of collective security did not exist in the political circumstances
of 1919 and still less those of the 1930s. Nevertheless, the League
made its mark and, more than that, in its functional aspirations it
was an undoubted success, as the Bruce Report at the end of the
1930s clearly attested. This success was not forgotten as statesmen
and peoples began to consider the question of world order with the
turning of the tide in the fortunes of war for the Allies in 1943 and
1944.

The individuals in question were British, American, and Soviet.
They concluded that, although the moribund League should be
wound up, there should, nevertheless, be another organization – the
United Nations Organization – in the same genre. Moreover, the suc-
cess of the functional aspects of the League would be built upon in
the shape of the specialized agencies, each with its own constitu-
tional document, membership, budget, and secretariat – a striking
tribute to the functionalist ideas of David Mitrany, himself a British
national, though born in Romania.3 After many discussions between
the Big Three, 50 of the United Nations convened in San Francisco
on 25 April 1945 to consider and, on 26 June 1945, to sign the draft
Charter.4 The United Kingdom, the United States, and the Soviet
Union stood together firmly and resisted the attempts of other
powers to bring about substantive changes in the Charter. This was
particularly the case during the sustained attack, led by Australia,
on the provision for five permanent, veto-holding powers in the Se-
curity Council. Once the Big Three had reconciled their conflicting
interests, and safeguarded their mutual interests, they were little dis-
posed to make further substantive changes. The United Kingdom’s
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position as a sponsor of, and major actor in, the UN system was made
structurally secure in the Charter. Henceforth, to change it, whatever
the relative decline in the United Kingdom’s power, prestige, and re-
sources, would, perhaps of necessity, also be to cast doubt upon the
privileged position of the superpowers and other permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council. In the years since 1945, the United King-
dom’s structural position in the UN system has not been eroded, and
it wields an influence significantly greater than its place in world af-
fairs would otherwise suggest. As the present Foreign Secretary,
Douglas Hurd, is wont to say, Britain punches above its weight.

The situation in 1945 is unlikely to repeat itself for the United
Kingdom. It is no longer conceivable that the United Kingdom could
act as the political patron of a general global organization and ap-
proach to world order as a member of a ‘‘Big Three.’’ For a century
and a half the United Kingdom was a principal patron and a central
pivot of international organization. But now the United Kingdom is
one of those powers whose advice is sought, whose policy is import-
ant, whose initiatives are taken seriously, but upon whom the orga-
nization does not, in the last resort, depend. Without the United Na-
tions, however, UK diplomacy would be weakened in a significant
manner. The structural privileges of 1945 are a considerable asset
for the United Kingdom, and the present UK government, like its
predecessors, has sought to justify their continuation by using them
to good effect, particularly in the Security Council.

The United Kingdom and the United Nations: The
organizational framework

The United Kingdom is a permanent member of the Security Coun-
cil, which confers numerous rights and duties as well as opportunities
and costs for British diplomacy, but is also closely involved with the
other principal organs of the United Nations and the specialized
agencies. In so far as the General Assembly is concerned, the five
permanent members are always members of the General Committee
of the Assembly, where they look at the agenda and generally act as a
business committee. The United Kingdom also tends to be a member
of other restricted member committees, like the Committee for Pro-
gramme and Coordination (CPC). However, on occasion it does ap-
pear that British candidates have failed to be elected or re-elected on
committees because of UK policy on the Falklands since repossession
or its policy on sanctions against South Africa. Otherwise British uni-
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lateralism on these issues has had little real consequence. However,
there is now a regular annual review by British officials of the com-
mittees on which the United Kingdom serves and the positions it
holds throughout the UN system, presumably to ensure that there is
no slippage in the United Kingdom’s favoured position in the system
as a whole.

The United Kingdom is always voted on to the Economic and So-
cial Council (ECOSOC) and is a member of the Trusteeship Council
by right. There has always been a British judge on the International
Court of Justice (ICJ). The United Kingdom is the foremost sup-
porter of the Court among the permanent members. Moreover, the
United Kingdom would welcome the use of chambers of three or
more judges at the choice of the parties to adjudicate in particular
cases. The United Kingdom has always accepted the Optional
Clause. There is an awareness that in so doing it is putting itself in a
position to be sued, but it usually manages to settle disputes before
they get to the Court. The Soviet Union and the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) never accepted the Optional Clause. France and the
United States withdrew – the French being concerned about nuclear
testing (1974) and the United States with Nicaragua (1985). In the
Secretariat, although British nationals continue to hold high office,
the number of British nationals in the Secretariat is below the his-
toric highpoint of the early years, but this is to be expected with the
need for geographical representation owing to expanded membership
of the United Nations.

The United Kingdom’s contribution to the regular budget of the
United Nations for the period 1989–1991 was assessed at 4.86 per
cent. Britain was thus the sixth contributor after the United States
(25 per cent), the former USSR (in effect 11.57 per cent), Japan
(11.38 per cent), FRG (8.09 per cent, but 9.31 per cent with the
DDR), and France (6.25 per cent).5 This rate of assessment of ap-
proximately 5 per cent is typical of the specialized agencies as well.

The United Kingdom is well placed in the specialized agencies,
being a permanent member of the IMO (International Maritime Or-
ganization) governing board, which is decided by tonnage, and of the
ILO (International Labour Organization) governing board, which in-
cludes the principal industrial powers. In the case of the ILO, how-
ever, the ‘‘privileged’’ position of the 10 states of chief industrial im-
portance is to be abolished, and then the United Kingdom will, as a
consequence, no longer be guaranteed a seat on the governing body.
British membership of the governing bodies of other important spe-
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cialized agencies has been as follows: Food and Agriculture Organ-
ization (FAO) – 1957–1990; UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) – 1946 until withdrawal in 1985; World
Health Organization (WHO) – 1948–1991 (except every fourth
year); International Civil Aviation Organization – 1947–1989; Uni-
versal Postal Union – 1974–1984; International Telecommunication
Union – 1947–1989; World Meteorological Organization – 1979–
1991; International Atomic Energy Agency – 1957–1990; UN Indus-
trial Development Organization – 1967–1991. The position of
structural privilege is striking. But the United Kingdom has been
determined to protect this position, in part, at least, because of a
wish to do what it can to shape a better world. As the then Prime
Minister put it on the fortieth anniversary of the organization, in a
sentiment shared by other British political leaders, what the United
Nations ‘‘can do – and has done – is to encourage civilised standards
of international behaviour by member states and to secure the reso-
lution of international disputes by peaceful means.’’6

Although many home ministries maintain direct relations with the
specialized agencies, as do British-based INGOs and NGOs, the or-
ganizational hub is the UN Department (UND) in the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office (FCO), which falls under the remit of an As-
sistant Under-Secretary who is responsible for a range of depart-
ments in the FCO. It is a relatively small department in part because
the FCO’s structure tends to give priority to issues over particular
institutions. In the 1950s and the early 1960s, the United Kingdom
even had two ambassadors at the United Nations in New York, one
of whom was solely concerned with Fourth Committee and Trustee-
ship Council affairs. There was then a long period during which Her
Majesty’s Government (HMG) considered that the United Nations’
role on the issues that mattered was marginal and consequently the
UND was not a front-rank FCO department. This has changed as
governments have come to feel that the United Kingdom could use
the United Nations positively, especially the Security Council. How-
ever, the geographical and functional departments generally take the
lead, and the role of the UND is to get them to think of the UN angle.
What frequently gives UND an entrée is the need for a brief on a par-
ticular issue that requires coordination between departments, and the
UND is well placed to bring this about. Moreover, in the new climate
the UND is making more policy suggestions, and policy in the United
Nations is no longer a damage limitation exercise. Nevertheless, the
South African department, for example, will lead on South African
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affairs, but in conjunction with the UND, and the same is true of the
Middle East, the problem of drugs, and the like.

The UND can be small because it works in a ‘‘mutual education’’
process with geographical and functional departments. In all there
are some 10 professionals in the UND and the work is divided be-
tween a head, his deputy, and specialists on human rights, refugees,
political and legal affairs, and a political and financial section. The
UND leads in the FCO on how the United Kingdom uses the United
Nations; it coordinates and it has a general remit for UN affairs. It
deals with the Secretary-General’s visits to the United Kingdom, li-
aises with British missions to the United Nations, of which there are
four fully fledged permanent missions (New York, Geneva, Vienna,
and Disarmament in Geneva), and generally acts as a postbox vis-à-
vis the agencies and home departments. In addition to this, it leads on
the important question of the UN budget and on the principles of
peace-keeping, but not in relation to particular disputes. Some 8 per
cent of FCO personnel are assigned to intergovernmental organiza-
tions (IGOs). Subscriptions to international organizations amount to
£79.7 million out of a total financial provision for the FCO in 1988/89
of £725.4 million. The UND did not, therefore, have a high profile in
the FCO, but there is evidence of a recent trend towards task expan-
sion and a greater prominence for UN questions.

The United Nations has a modest physical and operational pres-
ence in the United Kingdom. Although the United Nations started
its active life in London with a General Assembly and a Security
Council meeting, only one specialized agency, the IMO, has its seat
in the United Kingdom. The British government of the day did not
encourage UN bodies to take root in the United Kingdom because
of the cost and the demands on the scarce resources of the early
post-war period that this would have entailed. Moreover, the United
Kingdom, at the time, still ruled more than a quarter of humanity
and, as one of the Big Three, it had no need to garner further polit-
ical kudos. In addition, Parliament has always been chary of granting
privileges and immunities and these would have been required to a
significant degree if there had been a substantial UN presence in the
United Kingdom. Nevertheless, despite governmental and parliament-
ary attitudes in the past, there has emerged a greater involvement in
UN affairs in London, but more indirectly since – with Geneva, Paris,
and Brussels – London is one of the INGO and NGO capitals of the
world, and a substantial proportion of these organizations’ business
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has a UN orientation. Moreover, the United Nations does have an
official presence in the United Kingdom.

The League of Nations began the practice of establishing offices –
virtual embassies – in the capitals of important member states. In the
early days the United Kingdom and France were exceptions, perhaps
because there was a symbiotic relationship between the Foreign Of-
fice, the Quai d’Orsay, and high-ranking British and French officials
respectively in the Secretariat that made formal ties unnecessary.
Elsewhere League offices undertook political reporting, sought to
give political salience to the League and establish its relevance, and
undertook information work. However, circumstances have changed
and UN offices are now more concerned with information work and
that of the UN Development Programme (UNDP) rather than with
political work. Of the 59 UN Information Offices, 18 are joint offices;
they are not for the most part UN ‘‘embassies.’’

The UN Information Centre in London was established in 1947 (it
also serves Ireland). Although it is mainly an information centre,
nevertheless it does have a clear role in political reporting. With
seven principal staff it is the largest such office in the world. One of
the reasons for this is that London is a major centre for the English-
language media, including those of Africa and Asia. The existence of
Reuters and the BBC is important. The role of the Centre is first of
all representation, but also looking after UN visitors to London as
well as the dissemination of information. In addition, there is an ad-
ministrative support role for UN activities elsewhere. This involves
financial transactions since many UN projects are paid through the
London office. The office is also important for UN communications,
with a large throughput of material, including diplomatic pouches.
There is a local administrative role, for example concerning Nami-
bian scholarships, and there is support for the specialized agencies
and UNDP in recruiting and interviewing personnel. London is also
often the site for global launches of UN programmes. The United
Kingdom it seems is, willy-nilly, a UN centre.

Peace and security

The United Nations Organization grew out of the Grand Alliance to
defeat the Axis powers. The Charter gives prominence to the need
‘‘to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war.’’ It signi-
fies this concern by giving pride of place to the Security Council,
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which has ‘‘teeth’’ in the form of political, economic, and military
sanctions at its disposal if it can generate the will to use them. The
Council itself is dominated by the five permanent members with their
power of veto. The Council’s fortunes have fluctuated. Many of its
powers have lain dormant throughout its history and other organs
have seized its role in peace and security questions to the extent of
its reaching a nadir of only five meetings in 1959. Peace-keeping, a
largely fructuous innovation in the UN system, has been shared with
the General Assembly and Secretariat in the past. But the wheel now
appears to have turned full circle and there has been a return towards
the situation envisaged in 1945. In particular, events in the Gulf in
August 1990 led to very considerable Security Council activity.

The United Kingdom has three particular concerns in these devel-
opments: it wishes to sustain and expand cooperation between per-
manent members of the Security Council, it supports the revived
UN peace-keeping role, and it wishes to protect and put to good use
its status as a permanent member of the Security Council. Moreover,
this is one of the few areas of UN activity in which the United King-
dom does not insist upon a policy of zero real growth in financial
terms.

Both John Major, and Mrs. Thatcher before him, like the United
Kingdom’s status as a permanent member of the Security Council
and wish to see it used. The veto is useful on particular issues, for
example it could, if needed, be used on questions such as Hong
Kong, Gibraltar, and Ireland, but the British have made a conscious
effort to use their status to facilitate relationships between the five
permanent members (P5). The consultation process was sparked off
by the then British ambassador, Sir John Thomson, in the mid-
1980s, who, sensing a change in mood in the Iran–Iraq war and in
Soviet attitudes towards the United Nations, acted as a catalyst.
Thomson talked to his French counterpart with a view to making a
joint suggestion for P5 consultation. However, for various reasons of
an accidental nature, it was Thomson who made the telephone calls.
He did not consult the FCO before issuing the invitations, and his
Soviet colleague responded without consulting Moscow. The Chi-
nese dithered but, in fact, were present at the initial meeting in the
autumn of 1986. A second meeting took place two days later, and on
that occasion the FCO and the Secretary-General were both in-
formed. The Secretary-General, however, was not invited to join the
group. As the initial coordinator, Thomson (and his successor, Sir
Crispin Tickell) briefed the Secretary-General and others, such as
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the non-permanent members and the non-aligned movement, either
alone or with representatives of the other permanent members. The
United Kingdom has, until recently, been the coordinator, and the
meetings are weekly or even more frequent, depending on items
on the agenda. The meetings themselves are informal, of a confiden-
tial character, and work, in English, on a basis of consensus. They
are also somewhat dependent on the good personal relationships
between the five ambassadors. They were initially concerned with
the Iran–Iraq war and Namibia, on which there was a high degree of
unanimity between the Five, and then Cambodia and Afghanistan.
Cooperation so far has been good, but this is a delicate area because
non-permanent members are sensitive to their exclusion and this has
given rise to some resentment.

The meetings themselves are now coordinated in turns on a three-
monthly basis, since France was resisting a ‘‘permanent’’ coordinating
role for the United Kingdom. This has given the United Kingdom the
opportunity to present its views with greater vigour, since it is no
longer constrained by the need for the chairman to be ‘‘fair.’’ The
meetings are at the level of counsellors, who are responsible for
much initial drafting, and ambassadors. The ground rules are that no
member will insist on discussing an issue that another member does
not wish to have considered. However, any question can be raised.
There is no point-scoring. The work, which started at the end of
1986, is on the basis of written documents and comes into operation
when the Five have a definite objective in mind. It therefore meets on
demand. In this way the Security Council has become a venue for
serious consideration of regional issues, although not all of them. A
further reflection of this is the meetings of the five foreign ministers
with the Secretary-General – another British initiative. Moreover, it
was under British chairmanship in January 1992 that the heads of
government of the members of the Security Council met in session
for the first time – a meeting that invited the Secretary-General to
prepare his Agenda for Peace. However, the United Kingdom’s role
in the P5’s private consultation is to act to further British interests
rather than to assume a role as a bridge-builder, although the two
are in fact far from being incompatible. Reflecting on his experi-
ence with coordinating permanent member cooperation, Sir Crispin
Tickell told a University of Georgia audience,

Two things are necessary for success. First . . . is an identification of common
interest, and political will to construct joint policies based on it. Second is a
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good relationship between the Permanent and non-Permanent Members:
for while the Five can stop anything, they do not, by themselves, carry a
majority in the Security Council. You will note an important point: the neg-
ative power of the Five has always been vital; but now we are seeing the
development of the positive power of the Five, and that may turn out to be
more important still.7

The retention by the United Kingdom of one of the five permanent
seats on the Security Council is in some ways anachronistic in that the
United Kingdom’s power in the world has declined relative to that of
a number of other states since 1945, and the United Kingdom’s role
has changed with the disappearance of the empire and membership
of the European Union (EU). Indeed it might be said that the seat
adds to the United Kingdom’s power rather than reflects it, which
explains a certain defensiveness in attitudes towards the reform of
the United Nations, and in particular the question of the permanent
membership of the Security Council. Yet, in defence of the United
Kingdom’s permanent membership it must be acknowledged that
the United Kingdom (and France) are different from countries such
as Germany and Japan. The United Kingdom is a nuclear power
and it does have a global military reach surpassed only by the United
States and the USSR. Moreover, again like France, the United King-
dom has a will to act. The United Kingdom can still play a role in a
Security Council in a manner that only France can equal and the two
military superpowers can surpass. The various inhibitions of other po-
tential candidates in the Kuwait crisis is instructive. Nevertheless, the
evident strengthening of the European Union’s foreign policy and se-
curity arrangements over the years and through the Treaty of Maas-
tricht inevitably threatens the right of both the British and the French
to their own individual seats in the Council, though the prospect of an
EU seat is, of course, still far distant. For the time being the common
foreign and security policy of the EU and the daily and detailed ex-
changes of information and coordination have induced the British
and French to conceive of their role in the Security Council as hav-
ing an EU dimension, although they are far from being, in letter or
in spirit, EU representatives.

India, Brazil, Nigeria, and Indonesia have raised the issue of the
United Kingdom’s permanent membership, but not with any great
conviction. Japan and the FRG have ambitions to be permanent
members, not necessarily at the United Kingdom’s expense, but
when they have been on the Security Council they did not inspire
any great confidence. Among the reasons for this was that they did
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not have Commonwealth ties with the third world and they were not
used to being isolated and having to stand up and be counted. How-
ever, Japan has now taken the United Kingdom’s ‘‘second place’’ in
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and both Japan and the
FRG have provided high-ranking international civil servants in
WHO and NATO respectively. Nevertheless, in the Security Council
it has, so far, been a chastening experience for them. The United
Kingdom is, therefore, seen as a reliable member of the Council,
one on whom ideas can be tested prior to going to the United States.
To that extent the United Kingdom is the United States’ sur-
rogate, but the question arises of whether it is the Americans’ poodle,
and this question is discussed below. British officials, at least, appear
to be aware of the danger that this could undermine the United King-
dom’s role as a permanent member of the Security Council.

Although the British are determined to cling on to what they have
in terms of memberships in committees and special voting rights, it
cannot be denied that they also have something special to contribute
that is recognized by the representatives of other leading states, in
New York as in Geneva. The British are unique in having both a
large number of technical skills, in drafting, committee work, and so
on, and great ability in the processes of multilateral diplomacy, and in
the possession of a world view. The other major states are all defi-
cient, it is said, with regard to one or other of these criteria. The point
is often made that British diplomats are likely to have a contribution
to make, in, say, the executive board of the World Bank, or in the Se-
curity Council, on a very wide range of issues with a global reference.

Skills in multilateral diplomacy involve a flexibility in negotiation,
which also implies a certain kind of relationship with the home gov-
ernment, and a sense of status and confidence. For a British diplomat,
a posting to the United Nations is regarded as a good career move,
and at the middle levels is preferred to a posting to the EU; even at
the senior level it has happened that an ambassador has moved ‘‘up’’
to the United Nations from Brussels. For these reasons British diplo-
mats in New York tend to be of outstanding quality. Furthermore,
they have the confidence of the home-based officials, and instruc-
tions are normally full but allow flexibility. Others, not only in the
Commonwealth and not least the United States, apparently often
rely upon the British to make the appropriate points. Indeed, in the
daily business of the United Nations the British are far from being
the Americans’ poodle: the lead is often in British hands, with the
British guiding the Americans round the more difficult corners. This
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wealth of experience and practical skills goes some way in justifying
the British retention of its position of privilege in the Security Council
and elsewhere.

The pattern of use of the United Kingdom’s veto in the Security
Council is clear from table 9.1. Apart from the Suez crisis, it was con-
cerned almost exclusively with southern African questions. Sir Cris-
pin Tickell made a forthright defence of the veto in his Georgia lec-
ture.

Perhaps the main strength of the Council is that there is no damned demo-
cracy about it. The veto power of the Five Permanent members has always
been an essential element . . . it is vital. First the veto, paradoxically, does
more than anything else to ensure that the United Nations bears some re-
semblance to the real world and it is treated seriously as an organization.
Imagine what would happen if there were no veto. Resolutions of mounting
fatuity would be passed, instructing the Permanent Members to do things
which they had no intention of doing. Through ignoring these resolutions,
the leading countries of the world would soon ignore the Security Council,
thereby devaluing not only the Security Council, but the whole UN system.

However, since the P5 are now extremely abstemious in their use of
the veto, the Security Council has had to face its responsibilities.
Over the invasion and annexation of Kuwait it responded with great
vigour and the United Kingdom played a leading role.8 Although the
shine has gone off the Security Council, the United Kingdom contin-
ues to play a major role and to put, as much as any, its troops and
reserves where its mouth is in Security Council operations.

Secretary-General, Secretariat, and finance

The UK government’s view is that the Secretary-General can act only
in a manner complementary to the P5 and not by using Article 99 as a
basis for an important and potentially adversarial initiative. The Brit-
ish liked Mr. Pérez de Cuéllar’s combination of third world creden-
tials and Western perceptions – a blend of Hammarskjöld and U
Thant, in sharp contrast to Dr. Waldheim, who was frequently criti-
cized. There is also a drawing back from some of the activism of Dr.
Boutros-Ghali and an awareness of the tension between the
Secretary-General’s functions as chief administrative officer of the
United Nations, and thus its servant even (and perhaps especially)
in Security Council affairs, and the Secretary-General’s independent
political responsibilities derived from Article 99, which specifically
relate to the Security Council.
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Table 9.1 Permanent members’ use of the veto in the Security Council

Soviet
Union

United
States

United
Kingdom France China

1946
1947
1948
1949
1950
1952
1954
1955
1956
1957
1958
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964

9 (M3)
13 (M7)
7 (M3)

14 (M9)
3
8 (M6)
4

17 (M15)
2
3 (M2)
5 (M2)
5 (M1)
7 (M1)
1
1
2

2

1 (1Rh)

1
1

2
1 (M1)

Enlarged Security Council
1966
1968
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1979
1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988

1
1

3
1 (1ME)

1

2
2

1
1 (1ME)

1 (1Rh)

1 (1ME)
3 (1Rh, 1ME)
1 (1SAf)
6 (M4, 1Nb, 1ME)
6 (M2, 3ME, 1Nb)
3 (3SAf)

1 (1ME)
5 (1SAf, 4Nb)
8 (6ME)
2 (1ME)
2 (1ME)
7 (1SAf, 1Nb, 2ME)
8 (2SAf, 3ME)
2 (1SAf, 1Nb)
6 (1SAf, 5ME)

2 (2Rh)
1 (1Rh)
2 (1Rh)
1 (1Rh)
1 (1SAf)
1 (1Nb)
1 (1Nb)
3 (3SAf)

4 (4Nb)
1

2 (1Nb, 1SAf)
3 (2SAf)
2 (1Nb, 1SAf)
1 (1SAf)

1 (1SAf)
1 (1Nb)
2 (1Nb)
3 (3SAf)

4 (4Nb)

1

2 (M1)

Total 114 (M49) 62 (M6) 28 16 3 (M2)

Source: Sally Morphet, ‘‘The Significance and Relevance of the Security Council and Its Reso-
lutions and Vetoes,’’ Review of International Studies 16 (Oct. 1990), no. 4.
M \ membership veto
ME \ veto on Middle East Question associated with Palestine/Israel dispute
Nb \ veto on Namibia Question
Rh \ veto on Rhodesia Question
SAf \ veto on South Africa Question
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In so far as the Secretariat is concerned, the United Kingdom urges
the need for reform. The current ‘‘end of term report’’ reads some-
thing along the lines of ‘‘seems to be trying harder but still much
room for improvement.’’ As the former UK ambassador, Sir Crispin
Tickell, has put it,

the Secretariat is at present being reduced in size. But it also needs rational-
ization. The shape of the pyramid is wrong. There is still too much overlap-
ping of responsibility and administrative confusion. It is easier to create new
committees than to get rid of old ones. The need for an impartial interna-
tional civil service of high quality is undiminished . . . National wheeling
and dealing for posts continues unabated. We need tougher and more ruth-
less management.9

On another occasion, Sir Crispin said that

there is a long way to go in tackling the endemic problems of wasted re-
sources, overlap, personal empire building, lack of responsiveness and poor
co-ordination. There is, quite simply, too much bureaucracy and too little
management.

But he also pointed out that, by not paying their subscriptions
promptly, and in full, member states impede the process of reform.
He added:

It is ironic that the United States received far more from the United Nations
(by virtue of its presence in New York) than the US Administration pays –
when it pays – in the form of its subscription.10

It was also true that the United Kingdom was making a net financial
gain from UNESCO, so there is an element of the pot calling the
kettle black. Nevertheless, the United Kingdom disapproves strongly
of the United States’ practice on its financial dealings with the United
Nations and is willing to stand up and be counted on this issue –
clearly a bulldog and not a poodle of the United States.

The United Kingdom is still well placed at senior levels regarding
posts held by its nationals. However, some posts have been ‘‘lost’’ in
the middle ranks and the United Kingdom would like to see more of
its nationals at that level. The United Kingdom nevertheless does not
lobby for posts in a crude manner and its behaviour in such matters is
generally seen throughout the system, including the agencies, as
being exemplary. British nationals in secretariats are of good quality
and the British government is widely acknowledged as acting in the
spirit of the Charter towards the Secretariat in personnel matters.
Strictly speaking, given the staff regulations of the UN system as a
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whole, the nationality of officials ought not to be of interest since,
supposedly, they are not appointed to represent national interests:
they are international civil servants. The United Kingdom, as a pat-
ron of the United Nations, always had, and continues to have, a
large number of its nationals in the various secretariats as well as a
large number of experts. The British government plays the game ac-
cording to the rules regarding its nationals, to its credit. But then it
can afford to do so in the sense that the British government has
many other channels of effective influence throughout the system
and, in any case, officials of British nationality are unlikely to rock
the boat from the British government’s point of view, particularly if,
in the case of senior appointments, HMG’s advice has been sought
regarding particular individuals for particular positions. Neverthe-
less, the United Kingdom could play a useful role if it gave stronger
support to the Secretary-General and the executive heads of the
agencies in ensuring greater respect for the independence, compet-
ence, and integrity of the international civil service. The United King-
dom behaves well, but is perhaps too passive.

Relating to the Secretary-General and his staff is one of the im-
mediate tasks of the UK mission in New York. The mission consists
of about 30 diplomats, although some functions are shared with the
British Information Office, the Consulate in New York, and the
Trade Mission in New York. Contact between the mission and White-
hall is daily and most contacts are with departments in the FCO deal-
ing with particular issues. The United Nations Department (UND) in
the FCO acts as a ‘‘postbox,’’ but there is a feeling that the United
Kingdom’s policy and activities in the United Nations could be more
frequently and usefully conceived and examined as a whole from the
UN point of view. However, the United Nations is now seen as cen-
tral to UK policy. There are few purely British items on the UN
agenda, but there are some items that the United Kingdom does not
want to see on the agenda – Northern Ireland being a case in point.
Rather the United Kingdom’s privileged position in terms of the UN
system enables the government to ensure that the United Kingdom’s
voice is heard and British interests looked after in the context of the
global agenda.

Finance and the policy of ‘‘zero growth’’

The ‘‘reform’’ that has concerned the United Kingdom most in UN
matters has been that of finance, where the United Kingdom has pur-
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sued a policy of ‘‘zero growth’’ of the regular budget in real terms. In
technical terms, the United Kingdom has a good record on finance,
always paying its dues, usually at intervals during the year and occa-
sionally earlier in the year, at the request of the United Nations or a
specialized agency, in order to enable the body to meet its commit-
ments at a time of real financial peril. The United Kingdom does
have some arrears on peace-keeping, but these are due to accounting
procedures regarding supplies to operations in the Near East and
are not ‘‘real.’’ However, the United Kingdom’s policy on finance re-
flects a political position regarding the United Nations and the agen-
cies. This concerns the relationship between those paying the piper
and those playing the tune. To put it crudely, the United Kingdom
insists that those who pay the piper should call the tune. Sir Crispin
Tickell has made the point less crudely with reference to the General
Assembly.

One reason for the General Assembly’s relative loss of prestige has been the
lack of commitment of the industrial countries. This is related to the way in
which the budget is decided as a one-man one-vote basis. We should look
again at some means of recognising the weight – and corresponding respons-
ibility – of the main contributors. It is no accident that in the UN organs
where there is weighting, including the Security Council, things work relat-
ively well. There is also a need for firm budgetary ceilings: in short, each
institution and organ should be obliged to choose its priorities.11

Finance is therefore being used to wrest political control of the or-
ganization from the numerical majority, to encourage reform in the
Secretariat, to bring about a diminution in anti-Western politiciza-
tion of the agencies and the political rhetoric of resolutions passed,
to restrict the agencies to a narrow definition of their mission, stress-
ing operational activities rather than technical cooperation, and to
use UNDP as the main vehicle for technical cooperation (together
with bilateral programmes as well as multilateral programmes in
other bodies such as the EU and the Commonwealth). And such a
policy is succeeding. The United Kingdom is, however, willing to al-
lot special funding for specific purposes. For example, the United
Kingdom’s contribution to the UN Environment Programme
(UNEP) was increased substantially and the United Kingdom has
provided ready support for peace-keeping operations. But behind
British policy is a deep conviction that programmes and resources
must be matched and kept under strict political control and that con-
trol should be exercised by the few Western countries that fund the
UN system. The money must be made to talk.12
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In the past, the Secretariat had, with the General Assembly, the
upper hand in deciding the budget, but more recently the United
States and the United Kingdom have made financial control and dis-
cipline a priority. This has given rise to a twin demand for consensus,
that is a ‘‘veto,’’ in decision-making procedures and zero financial
growth in real terms. The United Kingdom has played its part in
both the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary
Questions (ACABQ) and the Committee for Programme and Co-
ordination (CPC) for these ends, but it has played an even more
prominent role in the funding of the specialized agencies.

Britain’s policy of zero growth in real terms and its leading role as
co-chairman of the Geneva Group, which is a watchdog of some of
the agencies, have not led to its being the object of political vilifica-
tion. This is because a number of significant countries, not only West-
ern ones but also the USSR/Russia and Latin American countries,
have been in broad agreement with the policy and the agencies them-
selves see some virtue in discipline and stability. It is noted by many
that in pursuit of its policy, and in fulfilling its role, the United King-
dom is fair and acts in a reasonable manner. Yet the United Kingdom
is a net beneficiary, in financial terms, of UN programmes if the sal-
aries of British experts and officials, purchases in the United King-
dom, and payment for use of British facilities are taken into consider-
ation. It is a tribute to the skill of British officials in implementing
British policy and making the most of what possibilities government
policy does permit (and the crass behaviour of the United States and
the vagaries of its policy) that Britain does in fact have such an easy
ride.

The Geneva Group was founded by the United Kingdom and the
United States, which remain co-chairmen, in the early 1960s to re-
view informally the budgets and programmes of the specialized agen-
cies based in Geneva. A similar process has now spread to other UN
centres. The 13 countries13 participating in the Geneva Group in
1990 paid some two-thirds of the agencies’ budgets. The agencies co-
operate with the Group and recognize its competence and seem to
value the stability that it provides. The Geneva Group functions to-
wards the agencies as a very influential and respected pressure group
on financial and budgetary matters. However, the Geneva Group can
only recommend, but, given its membership and that, in the United
Kingdom’s case, its major meetings have officials from London pres-
ent, it does carry weight. While some non-members of the Group
resent its role, for example Norway, others are glad that it performs
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the ‘‘donkey-work.’’ Moreover, where the Group is in agreement,
non-members will now tend to accept its recommendations. Thus, as
the principal animator of the Group, British influence permeates
through the agency system. Furthermore, British influence, already
great through the recognized competence of its officials and their
skill in drafting, was enhanced by the refusal and inability of the
United States to pay its dues. United States policy has now changed
and dues are to be paid in full and the arrears gradually cleared. This
calls for the Geneva Group to be more active than ever to limit the
damage caused by the financial shortfall for some time to come. The
United Kingdom is ‘‘Mr. Five Per Cent,’’ with ‘‘cash on the nail,’’
and this goes a long way in backing British influence. However, an
increased contribution might give greater influence, which would be
further enhanced if the United Kingdom were more forthcoming in
its voluntary contributions to the agencies and programmes.

The Geneva Group works on several levels: a general level for
Geneva as a whole and local meetings for each agency. In New
York, the Fifth Committee, the CPC, and the ACABQ have this
function. The Group meets every month, or every two months, and
recently it has benefited from stable personnel. It prepares for forth-
coming meetings, which will include specialists from national capitals
as well as officials from missions; in the British case, the mission often
has to rein back on the proclivities of the home departments to con-
travene the policy of zero growth by spending on enticing new agency
programmes. The UK mission acts as a ‘‘vetoer’’ on such occasions.
Occasionally the Group has general meetings called by the co-chair-
man to discuss more broadly based matters.

The philosophy of the United Kingdom is that programmes should
not exceed income and the Geneva Group will denote income on the
basis of zero growth in real terms. The coherence of the Group rests
on this premise as a means of ensuring that the agencies establish pri-
orities, improve efficiency, and undertake reform. Moreover, the
United Kingdom insists that funding for the technical assistance pro-
grammes of the UNDP should be separate from the regular budget of
the agencies and thus subject to direct control and not available for
use to subvert the disciplines promoted by zero growth. The function
of the Geneva Group and, in the British case in particular, the mis-
sion is to stop the creation of an alliance between home department
and agency to promote programmes that would feather their nests.
Sometimes, however, the insistence on zero growth brings direct pen-
alties. For instance, the International Telecommunication Union pro-
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posed an increase in its budget of 15 per cent, which the Treasury and
mission said the United Kingdom could not support. However, this
prejudiced the United Kingdom’s position in the organization be-
cause it does have a major role in providing experts through whom
ultimately orders for British equipment may arise. This is why the
Department of Trade and Industry was quite happy to see greater ex-
penditure. When the Group has a consensus, its influence on the
agencies is considerable and it can persuade recalcitrant home gov-
ernments to fall into line behind the Group consensus. To this extent
the mission rather than the FCO makes policy.

Within the Geneva Group the hard-liners are the United Kingdom,
the United States, Australia, the FRG, Canada, and the Netherlands.
Although tactics are kept confidential, information is widely dis-
persed through the EU caucus, to the USSR/Russia, to Nordic coun-
tries through Sweden, and to the Latin Americans by Spain. Besides
the hard-liners, France plays a major role but the Japanese say little,
while Italy and Switzerland play significant roles on some issues. In
general, individuals, usually the ‘‘No. 2’’ of a mission, are as import-
ant as countries, and the British representative is often particularly
active.

The co-chairmen of the Geneva Group, sometimes with one or two
colleagues, call annually on the directors-general of the specialized
agencies and there are many informal meetings with the finance dir-
ectors of the agencies. Indeed, agency officials are invited to Group
meetings from time to time and this helps to establish a degree of
trust, as do social meetings. The process is thus not wholly adversar-
ial; indeed, some of the agencies have welcomed the work of the
Group.

The story is not dissimilar in the agencies and programmes. The
United Kingdom takes a hard line on zero growth in the regular
budget, but within that context it is viewed as fair and it is much
praised for paying its dues in full and on time. On particular pro-
grammes it can make significant extra-budgetary contributions. It is,
for example, the fourth-largest donor for refugees and it is prepared
to make experts available for a variety of purposes. But the United
Kingdom wishes to see the system reined back, tighter control exer-
ted, and priorities set, although it implements its policy with flexib-
ility. Such a policy risks being the victim of its own lack of vision.
Indubitably, there is a need for reform and greater financial responsib-
ility, and this is acknowledged by many in the agencies and in the UN
Secretariat. Yet to condemn the entire system to zero growth in real
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terms for the foreseeable future risks throwing out the baby with the
bath water.

The danger for the United Kingdom has been revealed that its
structural position could be placed under threat because of its unwill-
ingness or inability to provide funds. There could be pressure against
electing the British onto key committees in favour of, say, the Japan-
ese, who have shown a willingness to pay but also a concern to get
their people onto as many controlling committees in international
organizations as possible.

The point should not be missed, however, that the Conservative
governments of the late 1980s and early 1990s have been in favour
of zero growth in budgets not just because of a belief in sound fin-
ance. There is also an ideological element in that there is a determina-
tion to halt any further advance in the scale and power of inter-
national organizations. The zero growth doctrine is a two-edged
weapon: it could threaten the United Kingdom’s structural position
in the United Nations, but it is hoped that it would also help to pre-
vent international organizations in general from getting more import-
ant.

It is not enough to relax financial control for some approved ‘‘good
causes,’’ as the United Kingdom has done with the UNEP. It is also
necessary to look to the well-being of the system as a whole, and es-
pecially its structural aspects, which will give it the flexibility and di-
versity to respond effectively to changes in the world environment.
Tight detailed control emasculates vision; no control permits ex-
cesses, whether political or financial. The balance was wrong and it
is still wrong because the pendulum has swung too far and needs to
move again to maximize the totality of a range of values, including
political and financial responsibility, reform of secretariats and pro-
grammes, the enhancement of flexibility and diversity, and the
encouragement of vision, and not just some of these values.

It is difficult not to sympathize somewhat with the dilemma of the
agencies when faced with the ‘‘programme irresponsibility’’ of their
members. For example, in ECOSOC, conferences, and the govern-
ing bodies of the agencies and programmes, many resolutions are
passed urging the expansion of existing programmes or the adoption
of new ones. Most of these resolutions are adopted by consensus,
thus with at least the tacit consent of the United Kingdom. Yet this
consent does not translate itself into additional financial appropri-
ations. Of course, internal adjustments to the budget can be made
by the agency in question, but when it comes to identifying ‘‘lower-
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priority’’ programmes the agencies are given no help from the mem-
bers. On the contrary, they plead virtue in not interfering in the
internal affairs of the agency. But members cannot have it all ways:
zero growth in real terms is flatly opposed to the adoption of ex-
panded or new programmes, especially when there is a refusal to
establish priorities. As one international civil servant commented,

The result is that the resources of the UN system are today far too thinly
spread over far too many programmes, some really worthwhile activities
are strangled by inadequate resources. No doubt, the Secretariats bear
some of the responsibility for this state of affairs, but member States cannot
wash their hands of it either . . . member States, such as the UK, who most
vociferously ask for financial discipline, also need to exert some ‘‘pro-
gramme discipline’’, rather than pass the buck to the Secretariats. Failing
that, they should recognise that imposing zero growth everywhere is going
to lead to a gradual paralysis of the system.14

British views on the policies and organizations of the agencies
and programmes

At the operational hub of British policy towards the agencies in Ge-
neva is the UK mission. This has an ambassador with more than 30
staff, together with a separate ambassador and staff for the disarma-
ment negotiations. In so far as relations with Whitehall are con-
cerned, the mission deals directly with the key people on technical
and functional matters, depending on which home department has
the lead in Whitehall. However, on administrative and personnel
questions the mission works through the UND in the FCO.

Of the four principal agencies, two are not situated in Geneva:
UNESCO and the FAO. British policy towards UNESCO is easy to
summarize. Although there was no likelihood of an early British re-
turn to the organization while Mrs. Thatcher remained in power, Mr.
Major seems to be little concerned with the United Kingdom’s con-
tinued absence. The issue is likely to climb the agenda only if the
United States returns to UNESCO. The work of the organization is
monitored and the old British National Commission for UNESCO
remains in informal contact. The FAO, in Rome, is the one agency
on which the British may be said to have had a beady eye. British
withdrawal was never an immediate option but some concern was ex-
pressed about the work of the agency, its need for reform and its un-
willingness to acknowledge or accomplish it, and the personality of its
former director-general, who had a capacity to raise British hackles.
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However, the United Kingdom does not play a leading role in the
FAO because agriculture is not a major British concern. This gives
the United Kingdom the leeway to ‘‘take it or leave it.’’ Neverthe-
less, Britain, with the United States, FRG, Australia, New Zealand,
and the Scandinavians, created an informal reform group.

The two other agencies of the ‘‘Big Four’’ – the ILO and WHO –
do not elicit such concerns, although WHO is clearly most favourably
viewed by the British. The British consider that the ILO has not been
sufficiently well managed in recent years from an administrative point
of view, although the political skills of the former director-general,
Francis Blanchard, were appreciated. However, it is acknowledged
that the ILO has responded positively to the strictures of the Geneva
Group, so there is no sense in which the ILO falls into the same cat-
egory as UNESCO did in British eyes. There are, nevertheless, some
political issues that cloud the horizon.

A major issue is the question of the Government Communications
Headquarters (GCHQ) where the government has banned trade
unions on security grounds, contrary to the principles of the ILO of
which the United Kingdom was a founder member. This is not a
new problem since it was Labour’s Michael Foot who had de-
unionized MI5 and MI6. The British government’s view is that ILO
Convention 87 on freedom of association makes exceptions for mili-
tary or police work, and that the associated Convention 151 similarly
exempts those doing work of a highly secret or confidential nature.
The use of a Special Paragraph to condemn Britain would be, in the
government’s view (but not in that of the British Trades Union Con-
gress), inappropriate. In the event, HMG escaped condemnation by
the skin of its teeth. Nevertheless, that is not the end of the United
Kingdom’s ‘‘hard time’’ in the ILO since the 1988 Trades Union legis-
lation in the United Kingdom is criticized as being contrary to ILO
principles. However, for the most part the United Kingdom’s image
is a good one in the agency. This is hardly surprising since the ILO
is a very Western organization in philosophy and rationale, for its es-
tablishment was to counter the siren calls of Bolshevism to Western
workers after World War I.

The ILO has a tripartite structure and both British unions (TUC)
and employers (CBI) are active and respected. Neither fears to criti-
cize government policy when it thinks fit, but neither gives the ILO its
highest priority as a forum since there are other relevant bodies, not-
ably in the EU, through which they can attempt to realize their goals.
Contact with the agency is facilitated by its office in London. The
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ILO, like the League, set up ‘‘embassies’’ after its formation, and the
London office owes its existence to this historic link. Other offices ex-
ist in Washington, Ottawa, Paris, Bonn, Ankara, Rome, and Brussels
and in South America. In London the office has a staff of eight, of
whom two are professionals. There is ‘‘daily’’ contact with the Inter-
national Department of the TUC, which acts as a conduit to the orga-
nization and the movement. Relations are good since the TUC sees
the ILO as being on ‘‘its side.’’ Regular contacts exist with the CBI,
which is generally supportive of the ILO. While the CBI sends good
delegations to ILO meetings, it cannot be said to exhibit great enthu-
siasm for the agency. In addition, the London office facilitates the
agency’s reach into other areas of British society such as multina-
tional corporations and the academic world.

There are periodic contacts with junior ministers and Opposition
spokesmen. In Whitehall the London office has almost daily contact
with the Department of Employment and ties with the department’s
agencies: the Arbitration and Conciliation Advisory Service, the
Health and Safety Executive, and the Training Commission. There
is a labour adviser in the FCO with whom the office is in close touch
and contacts are maintained with the Departments of Health and
Social Security.

The ILO makes considerable use of British experts – some 30–40
per cent of the total being British. The reasons for this are the Eng-
lish language and their extensive knowledge of the third world. Brit-
ons also tend to be cheaper in the sense of being a better person for
the money, less political than the French, and less suspicious than the
Americans. Most of the recruiting is done from Geneva, but the Lon-
don office assists and some use is made of the Overseas Development
Administration’s International Recruitment Unit. In addition, a sim-
ilar proportion of all ILO-sponsored trainees come to the United
Kingdom. The benefits to the United Kingdom are obvious and give
it a considerable stake in the organization – often financed by the vol-
untary contributions of others, since the United Kingdom does not
contribute much in this way. The Scandinavians have complained
about this. This pattern of benefits accruing to the British that ex-
ceed contributions is also apparent in other agencies and pro-
grammes.

The United Kingdom’s image in the ILO is such that its influence
in the agency is a good deal greater than its position in the world
would justify. Many Commonwealth countries come to the British
TUC delegation at ILO conferences for information and advice. Brit-
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ish unions are very important in the union caucus. There is always a
British union, employer, and government delegate on the governing
body as of right. Commonwealth ministers of labour meet every
other year before the ILO’s annual conference. The United King-
dom also caucuses with the EU on a regular basis. In short, the
United Kingdom’s place is central, secure, and appreciated – pro-
vided that it abides by ILO principles.

The British position is strong in WHO, with a seat on the executive
board (except every fourth year) and overrepresentation of nationals
in the secretariat, especially at higher levels, which is likely to con-
tinue because of good scientific and technical backgrounds and the
salaries being attractive to Britons. British delegations, too, are of
high quality and show continuity, which is a great asset. The British
have the reputation of being ‘‘real internationalists,’’ who play fair
and accept the rule of law and majority rule. They are also valued
for exerting a moderating influence on the United States in the Ge-
neva Group. British criticisms of the agency are seen as honest and
not hostile. In its relationships with the United Kingdom, the WHO
works through the Ministry of Health and the Overseas Develop-
ment Administration (ODA). The relationship is felt to be an easy
and friendly one. The United Kingdom and WHO see broadly eye
to eye.

The United Kingdom has been active in the area of human rights in
the agency network. Indeed, in the UN context human rights have
become a ‘‘growth industry.’’ Since they have become salient relat-
ively recently, the issue is not constrained in ways that other issues
have been in the past, so that there is a promise of progress. The
United Kingdom, of course, is subject to scrutiny over its own
record, especially in Northem Ireland, but this evokes little contro-
versy, which the British explain as resulting from their assiduous ef-
forts to impart information, the Anglo-Irish agreement, and the op-
position of the IRA to Dublin as well as to London. British policy in
Hong Kong is also questioned, but it was soon recognized that the
problem of Vietnamese immigration was one of considerable magni-
tude, that the United Kingdom has responded positively to criticism
of the running of the camps, and that it has tried hard to get an inter-
national solution to a real difficulty. The UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) works closely with the Hong Kong government.

The United Kingdom takes a lead more generally on human rights
and refugees. It pays a significant amount of attention to the Third
Committee in New York and the Human Rights Commission and
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Sub-Commission in Geneva. It sends large delegations to human
rights meetings, made up of individuals from the missions in Geneva
and New York and from London, and fairly big delegations to meet-
ings on refugees, drawn from the FCO, the ODA, and the Home Of-
fice. The UND usually has a coordinating function. The United King-
dom is a permanent member of the executive committee on the
UNHCR, to which it is, in British terms, financially generous. The
United Kingdom plays a full and leading role in the Humanitarian
Liaison Working Group, which is mainly concerned with the sharing
of information. On both refugees and human rights the main caucus-
ing group is a broad Western one, with occasional meetings of EU
countries, where the United Kingdom has acted as coordinator on
this issue.

The United Kingdom takes a favourable view of the secretariats in
both areas, but considers that it is underrepresented as far as the hu-
man rights secretariat is concerned. The United Kingdom is particu-
larly concerned with the question of political prisoners and has also
made special efforts in the area of the treatment of the mentally ill
and of the abuse of psychiatric medicine. The British position is that
in general the ‘‘basis is now firmly set’’ in so far as universally recog-
nized standards are concerned and that ‘‘Our principle [sic] task now
must be the implementation and maintenance of existing stand-
ards.’’15 In this the United Kingdom does not mince its words but
generally seeks to be diplomatic in presentation, first giving private
warnings, for example over human rights violations in the Israeli-
occupied territories. The United Kingdom’s approach is not there-
fore conceived as adversarial. On refugees, the United Kingdom is
well pleased with an executive committee limited in membership,
dedicated, and very little politicized. It is the United Nations ‘‘at its
best.’’

The United Kingdom has an unusually large number of well-known
and internationally respected NGOs in the area of human rights and
refugees. A good relationship exists with the UK mission in Geneva,
although activity and lobbying tend to bypass the mission, focusing
directly on London or on the institution concerned, or to have prac-
tical expression in the field. Government representatives are invited
to NGO meetings on human rights in Geneva and the NGOs are an
important source of information. There is a process of mutual ‘‘edu-
cation.’’ The high reputation of British NGOs rubs off favourably on
the United Kingdom. The United Kingdom is also well regarded in
ICRC (International Committee of the Red Cross) circles and sup-
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ports the Red Cross in its humanitarian role and in the protection of
individuals. The ICRC’s neutrality and secretariat are both respected.

The United Kingdom’s role in the UN system as a whole can also
be gauged from its position in a technical agency – the World Met-
eorological Organization (WMO). The United Kingdom is normally
on the executive council and provides one of the vice-presidents of
the organization. It is always a member of the finance advisory com-
mittee, which includes the eight largest financial contributors, with
some additional regional representation. The United Kingdom al-
ways pays its subscription on time and when the United States did
not pay its assessments until very late in the day the United King-
dom responded to a request to pay in advance and, unlike other
countries, it did not attach strings to this advance payment. There is
little caucusing in the WMO and the United Kingdom plays a
‘‘superpower role’’ because it still has an ‘‘imperial meteorological
service,’’ reflecting the country’s far-flung economic interests. This is
also reflected in the secretariat, where Britons hold more professional
posts than any other nationality. Britons also constitute 30 per cent of
the short-term experts.

The WMO normally deals with the Meteorological Office, as this is
stated in the WMO convention. There is, however, also liaison with
the FCO, the ODA, the Department of the Environment, and vari-
ous national laboratories. The United Kingdom concentrates on is-
sues such as the North Atlantic Observing System, it is generally
very keen on marine weather observation, and it is active on the
question of climatic change. The United Kingdom is not alone in in-
sisting on zero growth in the budget, and its technical cooperation is
mainly through UNDP or WHO projects, a contribution to trust
funds and to the WMO Voluntary Cooperation Programme to help
the weather services of small countries. In short, the image is of high
competence and cooperation but a watchfulness in budgetary ques-
tions. The United Kingdom could not be termed generous, particu-
larly if the increasingly important role of this organization in global
environmental issues such as the greenhouse effect and climate
change is taken into account.

British aid that goes through the UN system amounts to nearly 8
per cent of the total and roughly a fifth of British multilateral aid,
the rest going through other IGOs, such as the EU and the Common-
wealth, while the bulk of it (60 per cent of all British aid) is bilateral.
The Overseas Development Administration is the principal body in-
volved in British aid policy and it is a part of the FCO. Under Labour
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governments it has often been a separate ministry, the main con-
sequence being the enhanced status of the minister. The ODA has
parallel structures with the FCO, but it controls its own funds.

The ODA is the lead department in Whitehall for several of the
UN agencies and programmes, apart from the ILO and WHO, al-
though the UND in the FCO has responsibility for general matters
such as membership of the governing councils or the election of new
agency heads. This can sometimes lead to disagreement, with the
ODA generally taking a pro-United Nations line not always congen-
ial to parts of the FCO. The ODA has dealings with seven agencies,
such as UNIDO. The representative in Rome and to the Banks are
ODA staff. In appropriate cases they are the Geneva Group particip-
ants for particular organizations. The United Kingdom has good re-
lations with most ODA-linked agencies because of its scrupulous be-
haviour. The ODA helps to recruit experts for the agencies from the
United Kingdom, who are favoured because of competence, and,
given low UK salaries, a better person for the salary can often be re-
cruited from the United Kingdom than elsewhere. Britons also hold
senior secretariat positions in the agencies.

The ODA is linked particularly closely to the UNDP. The UNDP’s
governing body is seen as being quite good, although it is felt that it
could exert more of a management role and become the ‘‘brain’’ of
the system rather than merely dispensing funds. The ODA prefers
the country emphasis to the sectoral one, that is, the UNDP to the
agencies. Decision-making in the UNDP, as in UNICEF (the UN
Children’s Fund), is on a basis of consensus and in many agencies
politicization is ‘‘not really a major problem.’’ As a financial contrib-
utor to the agencies and the UNDP, the ODA keeps to the policy of
zero growth in real terms for regular budgets. However, the UNDP
is exempt from this and it had a growth of 0.8 per cent per annum in
the late 1980s. The ODA is flexible on special programmes and it
does have some contingency monies. The ODA seems satisfied that
there is order in ‘‘its’’ agencies and informal contacts are thought to
be helpful, as, for example, when the UNDP’s Committee of the
Whole meets off the record. The United Kingdom caucuses with the
Western donors in the UNDP, usually in a capital away from New
York, and UNICEF is developing a similar practice. In UNIDO the
European Union acts together.

The United Kingdom, as the home of many NGOs concerned with
matters falling within the remit of the ODA, is subject to pressures
from such bodies. However, this occurs on an ad hoc basis apart
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from contacts with the NGO meetings in Geneva and elsewhere.
There is no central point of contact, as, for example, in Canada.
Alongside the bilateral and multilateral aid there is an ODA–NGO
co-financing scheme and the ODA is the major financier of the old
British Volunteer Programme, made up of Voluntary Service Over-
seas, the UNA International Service, the Catholic Institute for Inter-
national Relations, and the International Voluntary Service. More-
over, the ODA consults NGOs on questions such as women’s rights,
volunteers, and medical questions. The ODA is also lobbied by
NGOs, often to put pressure on IGOs; for example, Oxfam and
Save the Children Fund are quite critical of UNICEF, although there
is also much cooperation between NGOs and the UN system. Parlia-
ment, however, is interested in the ODA only when there is a major
dispute such as over UNESCO. Thus, despite many British NGOs in
the ODA area, they do not constitute a major lobby on the govern-
ment, which is reasonably untrammelled in its pursuit of policy. This
was the case even in such a dramatic instance as the withdrawal from
UNESCO.

While the ODA has a happy working relationship with its agencies
and with the UNDP in particular, Conservative British governments
have less sympathy for the ethos of the UN Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD). The United Kingdom’s policy is correct,
but not enthusiastic, although there is no pillorying of the secret-
ariat. The United Kingdom plays a major role in the organization in
the sense that it is always on the committee to discuss the medium-
term plan and takes an active part in its work. Moreover, British dip-
lomats are seen as professional, well-informed, and constructive, ir-
respective of the position and policy of the United Kingdom. They
have a facilitating aspect in helping to find a consensus in Group B
of developed market economy countries. However, the United King-
dom strives to keep major issues outside UNCTAD, but, because
there is a growing consensus in the organization, the United King-
dom is getting more involved since it now feels more comfortable
with the decision-making process. As is customary, British experts
are frequently called upon, with Britons holding 43 of the 272 cur-
rent positions. UNCTAD has direct ties with relevant home depart-
ments but the UK mission in Geneva is kept informed. UNCTAD
also makes use of contacts with British-based media such as the
BBC World Service, Reuters, and the Financial Times. However,
UNCTAD is not a major vehicle for British policy. The same could
also be said of the UN Economic Commission for Europe (ECE).
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The ECE, which has the considerable distinction of being the only
pan-European body to survive – under the wise leadership of Gunnar
Myrdal – the vicissitudes of the Cold War, is an organization that is
always poised for task expansion. But in periods of détente it has
never quite fulfilled its promise. The UK mission in Geneva is one
of the few missions to have a specialist for ECE affairs. This reflects
the British view that the ECE is useful for practical economic and
technical questions such as the norms for the construction of vehicles
or the harmonization of rules regarding the transmission of danger-
ous substances as well as for environmental regulations. The Euro-
pean Union states have supported its work.

The British representatives are seen as being a ‘‘cut above aver-
age’’ and relations between the ECE and the United Kingdom
usually go directly to the functional ministry concerned, with the mis-
sion being kept informed. The United Kingdom is particularly inter-
ested in trade facilitation and is also active on transport, agriculture
and forestry, housing and planning, the environment, and some in-
dustrial committees such as chemicals and engineering automation.
At the intellectual level, there are strong ties with British consultants
and universities, the English language is important, and the British
academic tradition dominates the ECE.

The Economic and Social Council

The overlapping of economic organizations, the rivalry between
agencies, the tension between sectoral and country approaches, the
funding of the UNDP as opposed to direct programmes in the agen-
cies, the lack of a ‘‘brain’’ in the system overall, all serve to raise the
question of the function of ECOSOC. British policy is to limit tech-
nical cooperation programmes in the agencies and to use the UNDP
as the main vehicle for this in the UN system in conjunction with the
agencies. British funding is largely outside the UN system but, within
the general framework of zero budgetary growth in real terms in the
agencies (but not the UNDP), the United Kingdom is willing to coun-
tenance financial and practical support to specific projects on a volun-
tary basis. The British goal is order, priorities, practical relevance,
efficiency, and value for money. There is a strong aversion to what is
seen as ‘‘third world cant and nonsense,’’ especially in the form of
ideological and rhetorical politicization of functional institutions.

Despite their anxiety about not altering the underlying principles
of the Charter, and thereby making it easier for others to question
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their current position, the British have pushed hard for reform in
some areas. A pressing concern is to get the organization more
closely involved with the main economic and social questions on
what is called the new global agenda, namely the problems of the en-
vironment, drugs, terrorism, and AIDS. In 1989 a considerable effort
was made by the British to improve the working of ECOSOC follow-
ing a strong EC appeal in April 1989 in response to a set of proposals
from the Secretary-General.16 In the event, however, the specific
British ideas attracted little support from the other EC members,
with the exception of Denmark, Ireland, Holland, and Italy.17 The
net effect of this effort was negligible. It remained the case that there
was too much effort over too wide an area with too little effect. In the
end, British diplomats in New York declared that they had had
enough of trying to get structural reform: it was a waste of diplo-
matic resources.

An alternative way in which the British sought to engage the organ-
ization more closely with current major world problems was by get-
ting them onto the agenda of the Security Council on the grounds
that they were matters that affected security, at the same time as re-
moving from the agenda some of the long-standing non-active issues.
Sir Crispin Tickell tried to get environmental questions onto the
agenda of the Security Council, and also the question of drugs, but
failed on both counts. He summarized the situation regarding ECO-
SOC at a meeting on 6 July 1989:

There is still lack of direction in the Council’s work; still sterile repetition
of work done elsewhere; still too many people working at high cost on
problems which are marginal; still lack of action in the critical area of co-
ordination between the work of the central organs of the United Nations
and the Specialised Agencies, and between the work of the Specialised
Agencies and the subsidiary bodies of this Council . . . [P]rogress, albeit
modest so far, has been made. The working methods of the Council have
improved . . . and we have introductory key themes to give Council deliber-
ation sharper focus. This is a good beginning. . . . I should underline that our
overriding concern is not to look for financial savings, but to make ECO-
SOC an efficient and effective member of the United Nations family of insti-
tutions at a time when the prospects for the United Nations look better than
they have been for over 40 years.

Arms control

Geneva, while being the pre-eminent centre for the agencies, is, in
addition, the most important centre for negotiations on arms control
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and disarmament in the UN system.18 The United Kingdom, there-
fore, has a separate mission to the Conference on Disarmament
(CD) in Geneva, which also services meetings in New York. The Dis-
armament Mission consists of an ambassador, a counsellor dealing
with non-chemical warfare issues, a military adviser who is a colonel
from the Ministry of Defence (MOD) concerned with chemical war-
fare issues, a First Secretary, a technical adviser from Porton Down,
who is also an MOD employee dealing with chemical weapons, and a
Second Secretary. The relationship in London is with the Arms Con-
trol and Disarmament Unit in the FCO and with the Defence Arms
Control Unit. There is a strong emphasis on chemical warfare, with
the ambassador devoting two-thirds of his time to the subject. The
mission wishes to be seen as highly professional and certainly gives
that impression. It is willing to listen to others; indeed, it is well re-
spected. The 10 Western countries in the CD generally meet weekly
and more frequently on chemical warfare. EU members who are not
in the CD ask for and receive briefings.

Besides its competence in technical questions and the quality of its
representatives, the United Kingdom’s views are also given some ad-
ditional importance by its being a nuclear power. Moreover, the
United Kingdom is a depository power for a number of important
arms control treaties and this gives the United Kingdom an en-
hanced role in the context of review conferences pertaining to these
treaties. In general, other powers welcome the United Kingdom in a
leading organizational role. This the United Kingdom is prepared to
do, even though it may not wish to see the substance of the conclu-
sions of the review conference accepted.

The United Kingdom in context

Once again the United Kingdom has a service role that is a product of
its competence in diplomacy, its command of the issue, its skill in
drafting in English, and its absence of threat – actual or structural –
simply by not being a superpower. But this is also derived from the
United Kingdom’s ties that go back to Churchill’s conception of
being at the hub of three overlapping circles. Perhaps in those days,
when the United Kingdom was still acknowledged as one of the Big
Three, the notion was that of a directing role. Now the role is one of
servicing derived from being historically relevant, competent, accept-
able, and in place. As has been shown above, the United Kingdom is
not often America’s poodle, nor is there a special relationship, except
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perhaps in intelligence matters. However, in the last decade other
powers have on occasion treated the United Kingdom as a surrogate
for the United States and they have used the United Kingdom as an
advocate with the United States, while the United Kingdom, for its
part, has usually used its influence with the United States and its ties
with and knowledge of others to moderate US policy in and towards
the UN system. This dimension is well understood and appreciated.

The Commonwealth tie is less well understood and appreciated.
The Commonwealth is not only Commonwealth heads of government
meetings (CHOGMs) and an association of independent states but
also a vast transmission belt for the flow of ideas and people as well
as of goods and services. Intergovernmental ties are buttressed by
well over 200 Commonwealth INGOs. The system is more than it
seems at first sight.19 It may be small beer but it is, nevertheless, a
good local brew. And it is, in so many ways – economic, political,
and social – an exemplar for the UN system. Yet British govern-
ments have not used the system to its full potential, perhaps being
more concerned to avoid its inconveniences, particularly in relation
to southern African questions, than to take advantage of its poten-
tialities. However, Commonwealth ties are important in the UN system
for they represent a bridge between North and South and between
regions on a basis acceptable to all. The United Kingdom, the Com-
monwealth Secretariat, and a variety of its members perform a servi-
cing role for other Commonwealth countries, nearly a third of UN
membership, in the UN system. It is a role that, if done properly
and well, can be of great benefit not only to the United Kingdom
and the countries concerned, but to the UN system as well. The
United Kingdom has been repaid, for example, through support on
Gibraltar, Belize, and the Falklands, which many Commonwealth
countries equated with the right of self-determination in the light of
their own ex-colonial experiences rather than as a territorial claim.
The Commonwealth deserves not to be neglected as has been the
tendency for British governments and officials in the 1980s and 1990s.

The United Kingdom’s European dimension is now well developed
and no longer seriously in question. Britain’s policy everywhere is
permeated by information, ideas, and pressure from the constant in-
teraction in EU bodies, and the more so since the entry into force of
the Treaty of Maastricht, with its strengthened provisions for political
cooperation and a common security and foreign policy. Visibly this
takes the form in the UN system of caucusing and, although the
United Kingdom caucuses in a variety of groups, the European
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Union caucus has become a key one. It depends, of course, on the
issue. In Security Council affairs, the P5 caucus plays an important
role for the United Kingdom and the Council; in the agencies, the
Geneva Group, with the United Kingdom and the United States as
co-chairmen, is a crucial caucus, but so is the weekly meeting of EU
experts and the bimonthly EU ambassadors’ meeting in Geneva,
while in economic bodies the EU clearly comes into its own; in all of
these, the United Kingdom plays an important role. During meetings
of the General Assembly, the 12 EU countries hold daily meetings in
New York. The United States does not caucus in the same manner
and, therefore, British ties with the United States are useful as a link
with the caucus in question or through the Western European and
Other Group. The Commonwealth does not caucus regularly, except
when ministers meet to exchange information immediately prior to
annual agency ministerial meetings; for example, the finance minis-
ters meet before the IMF. Yet the influence of the United Kingdom
is more subtle in the Commonwealth dimension because ties of lan-
guage, administrative practice, training, and thought enable a more
flexible and informal means for the exchange of ideas to be used.
But it is all part of the United Kingdom’s major service role in the
UN system – an asset greatly to the United Kingdom’s advantage
and one that, once lost, is never likely to be regained.

Political parties, and others

The UN Charter begins with the words: ‘‘We the peoples of the
United Nations . . . ,’’ but the rhetoric is belied by the predominant
role played in the system by the governments of member states.
Nevertheless, governments and international institutions are subject
to influence by other actors, be they other political parties, NGOs,
IGOs, or INGOs. And this is particularly the case in liberal parlia-
mentary democracies, of which the United Kingdom is an (increas-
ingly flawed) example.

Although Parliament has an All-Party Committee on UN Affairs,
the UN system does not generate much activity or excitement except
when a major issue emerges, as with the decision to withdraw from
UNESCO. Although the political parties make mention of the
United Nations in their manifestos and there is a flow of written ques-
tions on UN affairs, the interest is minimal. The FCO sponsors the
visit of six MPs to the United Nations in New York each year, and
MPs are occasionally to be found in British delegations, but such ac-
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tivities are best classified as routine. Labour, ‘‘Liberals,’’ and the
Tory ‘‘Wets’’ tend to be UN-minded, but the radical right-wing
Thatcherite Tories are not at all so inclined.

The Labour Party has international cooperation written into its
constitution, which states that the Party will

Support the United Nations Organisation and its various agencies, and other
international organisations for the promotion of peace; the adjustment and
settlement of international disputes by conciliation or judicial arbitration;
the establishment and defence of human rights; and the improvement of
the social and economic standards and conditions of work of the people of
the world.

Labour sets store by the United Nations’ contribution to peace and
progress, though it is admitted that ‘‘Not everything the UN does is
successful, but the world would be a much more dangerous place
without it.’’ A Labour government would take Britain back into
UNESCO without any conditions being set. Indeed, Labour has
pledged itself to play a ‘‘full part’’ in the United Nations as a whole.20

Labour has committed itself to reaching the UN aid target of 0.7
per cent of GDP after it is returned to office. However, it acknow-
ledges that this cannot be achieved immediately. British aid policy
under Labour will tilt more towards multilateral aid, since this is con-
sidered to have less of a neo-colonialist aspect. Indeed, aid questions
are likely to have greater salience for a Labour government, since
Labour intends to create a Department of Overseas Development
and Cooperation of which the Secretary of State will be in the cab-
inet.21 Thus the ODA will be separated from the FCO, and British
delegates and missions to various international organizations will,
in appropriate cases, come from the new department. Labour has
changed the word ‘‘aid’’ to ‘‘development’’ and added ‘‘co-
operation’’ to emphasize that cooperation and development are in-
tended to be between equals on a reciprocal basis. In other words, it
symbolizes a move from a donor–recipient relationship to a mutual
relationship.

However, Labour does share much with the present government. It
is, for instance, strongly in favour of the continuation of the British
role in the cooperation between the permanent members of the Se-
curity Council. Indeed, the Labour Party is keen to use British mem-
bership of the Security Council, as well as that of the EU and the
Commonwealth, for positive purposes. Certainly, Labour would res-
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ist any challenge to Britain’s position as a permanent member of
the Security Council, although it would not necessarily oppose an ex-
tension of permanent member status to others. Labour would encour-
age the Secretary-General to be interventionist and to give his special
envoys an element of leeway.

On the agencies, Labour takes a more relaxed attitude than the
present government, while remaining determined to obtain value for
money and, where necessary, pressing resolutely for reform. Besides
returning to UNESCO, Labour would seek to improve its standing
with the ILO, with which organization it has a natural sympathy, es-
pecially after ILO criticism of some aspects of current British govern-
ment policy towards trades unions. More generally, although Labour
would not have a policy of the open purse, it would abandon the pol-
icy of zero growth in favour of one of positive growth, while seeking
value for money.

The United Nations is central to foreign policy of a future British
Labour government. Labour would appoint as ambassador to New
York (and possibly also to Geneva) a political appointee who
would, therefore, it is hoped, have more clout in both New York
and London. Labour starts from a view of the centrality of the UN
system for British policy as well as a favourable and proactive inclina-
tion towards the organization and its activities.

The British-based media, especially the BBC, Reuters, and the
quality press, constitute an important focal point in the world in-
formation network. It is for this reason that some UN agencies choose
to launch new programmes from London. However, coverage by
British-based media has been minimal, with some exceptions such as
the Financial Times concerning the economic agencies, notably the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the World Bank group,
and the IMF. Now, however, the major British involvement in UN
peace-keeping and enforcement operations has brought the United
Nations into a central focus for the British media. These media have
revealed no great understanding of the nature of UN processes, and
reporting has been essentially superficial and comment largely ill in-
formed. Perhaps this reflects the absence of British correspondents
attached to the United Nations or the agencies, although there were
some in earlier years. Nevertheless, the UK ambassador in New York
gives a weekly press briefing. On the whole the British media concen-
trate not on the United Nations as such but upon issues, such as
enforcement, peace-keeping, human rights, or drugs, that involve
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the United Nations. In this the British media are not dissimilar from
others, with some continental exceptions such as Le Monde and the
Neue Zürcher Zeitung.

For British-based NGOs, the United Nations is seen more as an
issue-related phenomenon and not as an interesting process and insti-
tutional framework in itself. Where an agency or body concerns itself
with an issue on the NGO agenda it will attract their attention, but
there is only one major British body that concerns itself principally
with the system itself as well as the substance – the United Nations
Association (UNA). There are no bodies in the United Kingdom
that are ‘‘anti-United Nations,’’ such as can be found in the United
States, although the Adam Smith Institute may be inclined in this
direction.

The UNA has nothing like the political clout of its predecessor –
the League of Nations Union. The Association was opened with an
impressive participation of the ‘‘great and the good’’ at a meeting
presided over by Prime Minister Attlee in 1945.

UNA seeks to educate the British public about the UN and its role in all
these spheres of activity. It lobbies the British Government, Members of
Parliament and other influential figures, so that UK policy may more fully
and firmly accord with the principles of the UN Charter and thereby help
to promote the better functioning of the United Nations.22

The organization reflects the caring, liberal wing of the Establish-
ment. Its chairman of the executive committee is Ivor Richard, a for-
mer UK ambassador to the United Nations in New York, ex-member
of the European Commission, and a prominent member of the La-
bour Party. At the end of the 1980s there were approximately 12,000
members and a youth movement of 1,000. Members paid £12 per an-
num and the UNA received an annual grant of £24,000 from the
FCO. It has undertaken some direct fund-raising in connection with
a Mozambique appeal but it is not a member of the voluntary com-
mittee of British aid NGOs. It has set up a UNA Trust with a small
capital sum.

The UNA has a regional structure, with Wales being a very active
region and Scotland somewhat less so. Other regions include London
and Northern Ireland, while the Isle of Man has a special status. The
executive committee is elected by the general council and the
branches send representatives to the council. There are advisory
committees dealing with political, economic, and social questions,
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and topics such as human rights, disarmament, women, and religious
affairs. These committees interact with the UN Affairs Committee of
the House of Commons and may include non-UNA members. The
UNA council sets out the broad manifesto of the organization and it
is then up to the executive committee or the director to give priority
to particular items such as the environment.

The UNA is worthy and well intentioned, but it tends to fall be-
tween two stools – that of an Establishment-based pressure group
on government and that of a galvanizing mass movement. Given the
grey hairs of many of its branch members, who have been reinforced
more recently by an influx of 30–40 year olds attracted by such issues
as the environment, it is likely to be more effective as an élite pres-
sure group. UNA officers have access to ministers on issues such as
British withdrawal from UNESCO, the question of Namibia, and
that of the UN budget. Local UNA groups also lobby their MPs.
However, the UNA has difficulty in overcoming a tendency to be re-
active rather than proactive. It would like to promote the use of UN
machinery by the United Kingdom and it is active on human rights
and disarmament questions. In addition, it keeps British interest in
UNESCO alive. Although it has good relations with Amnesty Inter-
national, it was careful not to get too close to the Campaign for Nuc-
lear Disarmament and would not work with groups on the far right of
the British political spectrum. The UNA has easy access to the FCO.
Initiatives are taken by both bodies in regard to the other. A UNA
initiative to send a delegation to Moscow towards the end of the
Cold War was followed by conversations with the FCO. It can also
invite visitors to the United Kingdom that the FCO feels it cannot
itself invite but whose visit the FCO would see as advantageous.
Sometimes, FCO officials ask the UNA to approach MPs to put ques-
tions in Parliament on particular issues. The UNA also interacts with
other departments, for example the MOD on issues of arms control,
disarmament, and military confidence-building, and the ODA minis-
ter. On occasions it has visited the Treasury, but for the most part it
concentrates on political questions. The UNA also has good working
relations with the Labour Party. But an organization dependent on its
principal target for finance to the tune of 10 per cent of its annual in-
come and, more importantly, for access is hardly likely to become a
political carnivore. There is little wonder that one FCO official
termed it ‘‘sweet.’’

There is one other British-based body with a principal interest in
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the United Nations and that is the International Network for a UN
Second Assembly (UNFUSA). Its purpose is to infuse the NGO net-
work with the idea of a second UN chamber more representative of
‘‘We the peoples . . .’’ than is the General Assembly. A number of
groups in other countries have embraced similar ideas and an inaug-
ural annual international conference was organized in New York in
October 1990, on the broad theme of ‘‘Building a more democratic
United Nations system.’’ The UNFUSA network is said to consist of
103 organizations and institutions but it has yet to make a mark. Of
such things dreams are made – and sometimes more!

Conclusions

The United Kingdom is immensely privileged in terms of the UN
structure; but it gives good value in return. Its role in the Security
Council in recent years has been particularly helpful, and its ‘‘ser-
vice’’ role to many countries through the organs, committees, and
agencies, both formally and informally, is both significant and ap-
preciated. For example, the United Kingdom is frequently the auditor
of programmes and agencies. Moreover, the UN system can draw
upon what is still the infrastructure of a world power to its (and the
United Kingdom’s) advantage for experts, training, and research.
Whereas the United Kingdom is well served with the human skills of
diplomats, delegates, secretariat officials, and experts, the gloss is per-
haps somewhat tarnished by a Thatcherite ideological commitment to
zero growth of the regular budget in real terms. Sometimes the money
is made to squawk rather than talk: ‘‘good housekeeping’’ taken too
far is no longer so. Yet there is a learning process, and flexibility is
now evident in programmes on human rights (about which British
policy has been called incandescent), AIDS, the ozone layer and the
environment more generally, as well as peace-keeping, enforcement,
and permanent member consultation in the political sphere. Indeed,
there is now talk of a new UN agenda, which, besides these issues,
includes refugees, population movements, extreme poverty, and
terrorism.23

From the point of view of many Western governments, these issues
constitute, both individually and interactively, not only a catalogue of
global problems but, in effect, a threat to their very well-being. There
is thus a need for some form of global problem-solving or, failing
that, and, in many governments’ perceptions, prior to that, a need
for global riot control. Either way, salience is given to the UN sys-
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tem, and this gives added point to the United Kingdom’s privileged
position. But the government needs to respond by further loosening
its purse-strings on questions such as the environment. There is a
long way to go, because third world countries are suspicious that riot
control measures may be applied against their interests. Moreover,
their agenda for riot control is different, at least in its priorities. Pov-
erty and the like come first and they are resentful of the industrial
powers’ reaction of non possemus to the NIEO. It is a challenge to
the British government to use its assets to ensure that global riot con-
trol does not get in the way of global problem-solving.

For the moment the diplomatic round proceeds. The Prime Minis-
ter goes occasionally and the Foreign Secretary goes annually to the
General Assembly, and other ministers, both political and functional,
regularly go to New York and other UN centres where the contacts
the United Nations provides are appreciated. There are, after all,
not enough funerals or bicentenaries to go round!

The United Kingdom is still a heavyweight in the United Nations
and its role in the Security Council after the invasion and annexation
of Kuwait by Iraq in August 1990 is a testament to this. But there are
also indications of pressures towards change. The United Kingdom
sees the United Nations as a context in which it can slow down the
decline in its own power. It is a forum in which its special resources
in experience and diplomatic skills can be used to particularly good
effect, but at present there is a mismatch between the ambitions of
some British diplomats, like former UN ambassador Sir Crispin Tick-
ell, and some scholars for the organization and the government’s ca-
pacity and preparedness to pay. It should also be recalled that, for
over a decade, the British have had governments that are in some
ways highly nationalist and whose instinct has been to resist any tend-
ency for international organizations to expand their distinctive role,
especially on the economic and social side.

There is also no doubt that the United Kingdom is facing increas-
ing pressure to give ground on its structural position in the system.
Already it has been overtaken by richer states in the economic or-
ganizations and has had, since Maastricht, to modify its previous posi-
tion on the separation of its role as a member of P5 from that of its
obligations in political and security questions in the European Union.
However, EU seats on the Security Council are more likely to come
about pragmatically in an evolutionary de facto manner than they are
constitutionally – and that would be a very British way of doing
things.
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The past as prologue: The
United States and the future of
the UN system

Margaret P. Karns and Karen A. Mingst

The end of the Cold War and proliferating issues of global interde-
pendence such as environmental degradation, migration, AIDS, and
economic development have fuelled popular perceptions that multi-
lateral institutions matter. Thus, the United Nations – once mori-
bund and constrained by the exigencies of Cold War politics – has
enjoyed new attention. With that revival has come renewed discus-
sion about the United States’ relationship with the organization.
That relationship has never been a static or easy one. Over the
course of almost 50 years, Americans have regarded the United Na-
tions with euphoria, ambivalence, indifference, and hostility.1 Thus,
whether the United States will be willing or able to assume a leader-
ship role in the United Nations, such as that thrust upon it by the end
of the Cold War, will depend on both domestic politics and the ac-
tions of other states.

The history of the US–UN relationship leads us to approach the
post–Cold War relationship with caution. Since the mid-1970s, in par-
ticular, US commitments to multilateral institutions have come under
attack. The difficulties with the United Nations and several of its spe-
cialized agencies were particularly marked during the Reagan admin-
istration. But the ‘‘crisis of multilateralism’’ in US foreign policy in
reality mirrored and also contributed to a crisis of multilateralism in
the UN system itself. The United Nations’ peace and security ma-
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chinery functioned poorly, unable to manage a series of regional con-
flicts; North–South negotiations over economic development were at
a stalemate; the long negotiations over the Law of the Sea failed to
produce a universally acceptable treaty; UN agencies were hobbled
by poor administrative performance and escalating costs; specialized
agencies were threatened by politicization. These problems fuelled
criticism of the United Nations and its specialized agencies within
and outside the US government and perceptions that international
institutions were obstacles to the promotion of American foreign pol-
icy goals.

Although the Reagan administration later modified its early an-
tipathy to multilateralism, the erosion of support in the Congress for
upholding American financial commitments to international organ-
izations poses a long-term problem that is compounded by the US
budget deficit and congressional budget process. The real crisis of
multilateralism in the 1990s, despite the post–Cold War imperatives,
therefore, may be one of domestic support for US financial obliga-
tions to the United Nations and its specialized agencies.

International factors helped to change the US attitude toward the
United Nations in the late 1980s. Yet domestic factors are of particu-
lar salience in shaping US relationships with the United Nations and
its specialized agencies. Thus, we shall devote much of our attention
to analysing how the major domestic actors – the Congress, the exec-
utive branch, public opinion, and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) – have responded to selected issues concerning the United
Nations over the last 20 years and how their interactions are likely
to shape the future directions of US policy toward the role of the
United Nations and proposals for UN reform. Will domestic factors
constrain the United States from playing a critical leadership role?
Or will they support or enable the United States to do so? Peter Cow-
hey argues that ‘‘domestic politics are critical for the credibility of a
dominant power.’’ A multilateral order is more stable if it has a min-
imum base of support in the domestic politics of the dominant power
and the domestic political institutions of that power contribute to the
credibility of its commitments.2

In order to understand the changing US attitudes toward the
United Nations, we need to explore the evolution of the US–UN re-
lationship. How has that relationship changed over time? What major
issues concerning the United Nations have most troubled United
States’ decision makers and the American public? What role may
the United States play in shaping the future of the UN system?
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The US and UN relationship: An historical overview

The United Nations and its allied organizations were an important
part of the international system structure that the United States as
the dominant political economic and military power emerging from
World War II helped to shape. Although American support was not
automatically assured (witness the failure to approve the charter of
the proposed International Trade Organization in 1948), govern-
mental and public commitment was generally strong. As Ruth B.
Russell reported in 1968, ‘‘On the whole, Washington has found the
standards of the Charter in line with the United States interests, and
was for long in the happy position of having a majority of Members
on its side in both of the major organs and on most of the major is-
sues.’’3 Thus, from 1945 onward, the United States supported the
United Nations and its agencies broadly as instruments of its national
policies. The United States utilized the United Nations and its spe-
cialized agencies to create the broad outlines of regimes compatible
with American interests, within which specific policy proposals could
be initiated. The charters of the various organizations set forth key
principles, norms, and, in some cases, rules; the organizations them-
selves provided decision-making processes for further norm and rule
creation, for rule enforcement and dispute settlement, for the provi-
sion of collective goods and information, and for supporting opera-
tional activities. These organizations also served domestic political
purposes for the United States. Among those was the creation of a
web of international entanglements that made it difficult for future
administrations to return to more isolationist policies.

From the beginning of the post–World War II period, the United
States used the United Nations and its specialized agencies for
collective legitimation of its own actions, particularly in crisis situa-
tions such as Korea, and for delegitimating the actions of others that
it opposed, such as the British, French, and Israeli occupation of
Suez. The United Nations was particularly useful for this purpose
during the height of the Cold War and the process of decoloniza-
tion. Iran’s seizure of American hostages in 1979 and Iraq’s invasion
of Kuwait in 1990 demonstrated that the United States had not for-
gotten the value of the United Nations for collective legitimation
(nor lost entirely the ability to mobilize votes). However, in general,
changing majorities in the UN system after 1960 made it more diffi-
cult for the United States to muster support for its own actions. It

National policies on the United Nations

412



has generally proved easier to gain support for resolutions condemn-
ing others than for those taking action.

The United States has tended to place high value on the rule-
enforcement and dispute-settlement activities of some of the special-
ized agencies, such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), and the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). In the security area, the
lack of consensus on basic norms has generally reduced the value of
the United Nations for dispute settlement per se. Historically, the
United States has placed high value on UN peace-keeping, though
political support for it steadily eroded over the years.4 The resur-
gence of interest in the late 1980s and 1990s led to proliferating opera-
tions and expanding missions that by 1993, however, began to strain
the capacity of the organization. This, coupled with questions about
the effectiveness and risks of peace-enforcement operations such as
in Somalia, Haiti, and Bosnia, again began to raise public and con-
gressional doubts. The United States has also had high regard for cer-
tain other UN operational activities, including World Bank lending,
IAEA safeguards, and WHO disease eradication programmes. It has
not used the United Nations’ information-gathering and analytical re-
sources to a great extent given its own domestic capabilities. Never-
theless, those information resources do enhance information about
the behaviour of other states and, hence, predictability, and gain im-
portance to the United States as a result of their salience to other
states.

Until the early 1970s most of the scholarship on the US–UN rela-
tionship concerned the United States’ use of the United Nations as an
instrument of its foreign policy. For example, Lincoln P. Bloomfield
described the United Nations as an American diplomatic instrument,
although he acknowledged the difficulties of using the organization as
a focal point in US policy. Similarly, Ruth Russell emphasized US use
of the United Nations for pursuing security objectives.5

Our own study of the United States and multilateral institutions
affirmed the continuing utility of many UN institutions as instru-
ments of US policies and for the maintenance of a number of re-
gimes.6 The usefulness of the specialized, technical agencies, in par-
ticular, has tended to remain constant over time, although, in the
case of the major economic institutions, changes in international eco-
nomic relations resulted in periods of decreased utility, followed by
renewed salience. Both the World Bank and IMF enjoyed a renais-

The United States and the UN system

413



sance in the 1980s, establishing new norms for multilateral develop-
ment assistance, structural adjustment, and international debt. De-
spite its concern for human rights, the United States has never fully
embraced the core UN human rights regimes, although the Congress
finally ratified the UN Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in 1992
and the Clinton administration embraced the Covenant on Economic
and Social Rights in 1993. The United States has used the UN human
rights organs for occasional efforts at rule creation, such as a 1986
resolution on religious discrimination.

The perceived utility of the United Nations and its specialized
agencies has been strongly shaped by the ability of American repres-
entatives to influence procedures and outcomes. Yet changes in the
organizations, particularly those stemming from the membership in-
creases that accompanied the decolonization process, made it more
difficult for the United States to use them as instruments of US pol-
icy, for international organizations not only enlarge the possibilities
of multilateral diplomacy but add to the constraints under which
member states operate. As Duncan Snidal notes, ‘‘much of its frustra-
tion with IGOs [in recent years] reflects America’s own difficulties in
coming to terms with changes in the US–IGO relationship more than
it reflects any significant change in the effectiveness of IGOs them-
selves.’’7

In short, the creation of the UN system both enhanced American
influence and also sowed the seeds of its decline. The United States
found that it could not always control outcomes within the United
Nations and its agencies; they could serve as vehicles for other
states’ interests and their use by other states contributed to an ero-
sion of US influence. After 1960, changing majorities in the UN Gen-
eral Assembly increasingly reflected interests of less developed states
that were different from those of the United States. Voting agree-
ment between the United States and the UN General Assembly ma-
jority dropped.

Other changes within the international system contributed to the
erosion of American economic and political power: the war in Viet
Nam, the formation of coalitions by the newly independent and assert-
ive third world states, the resurgence of Western Europe and of Ja-
pan, the weakening of US trade and monetary positions, the growth
of Soviet military power, and the expansion of interdependence. The
changes were symbolized by the rise of the Organization of Petro-
leum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and the US withdrawal from
Viet Nam. As Robert Keohane noted, ‘‘The inability of the United
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States to prevent or counteract the oil price increases of 1973–74
seemed to symbolize the drastic changes that had taken place.’’8
The débâcle in Viet Nam also led to the erosion of consensus on
the broad goals of American foreign policy. Other states realized
that the United States could no longer affect outcomes as easily as it
had before. The less developed countries, with the impetus of ‘‘cartel
power,’’ tested and challenged the United States in international
forums, particularly in the UN General Assembly. Third world de-
mands for a New International Economic Order (NIEO) involved
the United States in a debate over the structure of the international
economic system and added a plethora of new items to the agendas
of many intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), and added new
IGOs, too. Actors within the United States also increasingly ques-
tioned the United Nations’ utility and effectiveness. Indeed, because
the United States was frequently on the defensive in the United Na-
tions in the 1970s, US support was tested by programmes and activ-
ities regarded as detrimental to American interests.

Despite erosion in the power of the United States relative to what
it was in the early post–World War II years, in the 1990s the United
States’ role in the UN system has been and is likely be much greater
than that of any other member state in the 1990s. As the sole global
power, the United States remains a major actor whose ability to
shape actions and through them the behaviour of others makes it
a critical member (or non-member). The United States is still the
largest contributor of funds. The United States has continued to spon-
sor a variety of multilateral programme initiatives. Although interna-
tional factors will continue to shape American perceptions of the
United Nations, we hypothesize that domestic factors will be critical
to US responses in the future. If key domestic actors are to support
the United Nations and efforts to strengthen its effectiveness in the
1990s, they will have to be convinced that certain issues have been
addressed and that the organization is worth reforming.

UN-related issues salient to the United States

A number of issues concerning both the operation of the United Na-
tions and the organization’s ability or inability to handle key prob-
lems have proved troubling to US decision makers. In the recent
past these included politicization, international regulation, and stat-
ism, as well as inequities in UN budget decision processes and admin-
istrative inefficiency. In the 1990s, with new demands on the United
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Nations, the last two issues became even more pressing. Other issues
are relatively new, such as the debate over the role that the United
States should play in the new world order – a world order character-
ized in part by reliance on multilateral diplomacy.

Charges of politicization tend to be rooted in the functionalist as-
sumption that the operations of the specialized agencies and tech-
nical activities of the United Nations could be free from the intrusion
of political factors. Although definitions of politicization vary consid-
erably, the focus of this discussion is on three uses of the term: the
intrusion of extraneous politics into the work of an organization; a
double standard with respect to national sovereignty; and the exer-
cise of selective morality on the part of the new majority in the UN
system.9

During the 1970s, American charges of politicization of the UN
system grew. Members of Congress spoke with disdain of UNESCO
as primarily political.10 The media and interest groups also used the
politicization issue to criticize UN bodies. Key US officials com-
plained that extraneous issues were being introduced into the special-
ized agencies that had little relationship to their basic tasks and for
which there were more appropriate forums for debate. These issues
most frequently concerned apartheid in South Africa, Palestinian
rights, and the state of Israel – all issues on which the United States
was frequently in the minority.

The case of Israel has been of concern to the United States. Be-
ginning in 1974–1975, a series of actions in UN bodies called into
question Israel’s right to exist. Israel was excluded from the UN Eco-
nomic Commission for West Asia and from the Asian group within
UNESCO on procedural grounds.11 The UN General Assembly
adopted Resolution 3379 equating Zionism with racism.12 Other
General Assembly resolutions singled out Israel for policies of
‘‘hegemonism’’ and ‘‘racism,’’ and ‘‘for committing war crimes.’’
They called for members to break diplomatic and commercial ties with
Israel.

Concurrently, the United Nations legitimized the Palestine Libera-
tion Organization (PLO). In 1974, the United Nations created the
Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestin-
ian People, gave the PLO permanent observer status in all confer-
ences held within the UN framework, and permitted PLO chairman
Yasser Arafat to address the General Assembly. Also in November
1974, Resolution 3236 endorsed the inalienable right of the Palestin-
ian people to self-determination, independence, and sovereignty. For
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the US government, such actions interfered with a member state’s
right to participate and affirmed the legitimacy of a non-state mem-
ber – both clearly contrary to the United Nations’ mandate.

A second source of politicization was the double standard with re-
spect to national sovereignty that the third world majority dis-
played.13 Third world states persistently maintained the inviolability
of their sovereignties, while at the same time trying to limit other
states’ sovereignty in fields essentially within states’ domestic jurisdic-
tion. This charge of politicization parallels the issues of both selective
morality and international regulation discussed below.

A third source of politicization stems from the exercise of selective
morality on human rights issues. While third world countries intro-
duced agenda items in UN agencies condemning white racism, Zion-
ism, and neo-colonialism, they selectively ignored black racism, sex-
ism in Muslim countries, and violations of human rights in Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union.14 UN members were more eager to
condemn South Africa’s abuse of human rights than to take even
modest steps criticizing Idi Amin’s murderous rule in Uganda. The
United Nations was silent while Cambodia’s Pol Pot murdered mil-
lions. Particularly for American conservatives, selective treatment of
human rights has been the most troubling case of politicization in the
UN system, undermining its legitimacy.15

The issue of politicization, although not forgotten, is no longer a
major stumbling block to US participation. Several of the underlying
issues are being resolved. South Africa is in the midst of dramatic
political changes, dramatized by Nelson Mandela’s appeal to the UN
General Assembly in 1993 to lift economic sanctions because of im-
pending Black participation in South African politics. The 1993 ac-
cord between the Palestine Liberation Organization and Israel has
dramatically altered Middle Eastern politics. There is cause for optim-
ism that politicization can be averted in the 1990s.

Another issue that particularly troubled conservatives in the
United States was the trend toward increasing international regula-
tion in UN bodies. The United States has consistently advocated eco-
nomic liberalism as the best route to promote global welfare. Yet for
much of the 1970s and 1980s the Group of 77 supported principles
and policies calling for more authoritative allocation of resources
and market shares, believing that economic regulation can soften
market failure and ensure predictable policies not achievable under
liberalism.16

Attempts to regulate the activities of multinational corporations
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were particularly troubling. The United States opposed the establish-
ment of the UN Centre for Transnational Corporations (TNCs) and
efforts to negotiate codes of conduct for TNCs. Similarly, in WHO
the United States criticized the limitations put on multinational phar-
maceutical companies under the Action Programme on Essential
Drugs and the International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substi-
tutes, and the effort to limit the marketing activities of multinational
tobacco companies. It opposed the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion’s attempt to control seed patents, sales, and distribution. UN
efforts to regulate multinational corporations conflict with the Amer-
ican tendency to see multinationals as engines of economic develop-
ment. They also coincided with the domestic trend in the 1980s to-
ward deregulation.

What the American news media in particular perceived as
UNESCO’s attempt to control press freedom through the proposed
New World Information and Communications Order led the United
States to withdraw from that organization in 1984. Although, in fact,
the outcomes of UNESCO communications debates after 1981 were
relatively positive from an American perspective, news media cover-
age (which had a powerful impact within the US government) contin-
ued to report the debates ‘‘as though the ultimate agenda was censor-
ship.’’17 Yet the trend toward international regulation seems to have
run its course as economic liberalism has emerged triumphant.

Along with international regulation, a state-oriented approach to
economic development in the UN system proved problematical for
the United States. In the 1960s and 1970s, the third world majority
advocated significant degrees of governmental intervention – i.e. na-
tional regulation – to facilitate the process of economic development.
In large part because of this, the United States chose to commit re-
sources for UN development programmes only selectively and inter-
mittently and to oppose those that were statist in orientation. For ex-
ample, the United States was sharply critical of the FAO’s statist
orientation and its shift from a mandate to promote the free flow of
agricultural products to one advocating state control of the agricul-
tural sector and controlled pricing to the exclusion of market-
oriented policies and the private sector.18

By the mid-1980s, US concern over state-directed approaches to
economic development being advocated in the UN economic devel-
opment institutions lessened. Privatization not only had become the
dominant ideology of the Reagan and Bush administrations but was,
albeit with much reluctance, increasingly accepted in the institutions
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of the UN system concerned with economic development, most not-
ably the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and regional
development banks.

While some of these troubling issues have become less salient –
politicization, regulation, statism – other issues continue to affect the
US–UN relationship adversely.

Dissatisfaction with political bias and inefficiency in UN adminis-
tration is not new. Charges of political bias stem from the ‘‘political
pressure and interference exerted by member governments at all
levels of the Secretariat in the areas of recruitment and promotion.’’19
Several executive heads of specialized agencies have been charged
with representing specific interests, most notably UNESCO’s former
head, M’Bow, the FAO’s Saouma, and the WHO’s former director-
general Mahler, who were each accused of being militant spokesper-
sons for the third world. These accusations have been coupled with
charges of mismanagement and ineffective administration. For ex-
ample, in withdrawing from UNESCO, the United States criticized the
agency for poor staff performance, an overly complex internal struc-
ture, wasteful and duplicative programmes, lax financial control, and
secretariat mismanagement through political favouritism.20

Since 1970 a number of studies, some commissioned by the United
Nations itself, have pointed to problems in UN economic devel-
opment programmes, to programming conducted with little consid-
eration of budgetary matters or programme evaluation, and to the
inadequacy of staff qualifications, excessive remuneration, and rapid
increase of staff costs.21 A 1988 UNA-USA study lamented: ‘‘Yet
there is no center at the center of the UN System.’’22 Former UN
Under-Secretary-General Brian Urquhart similarly noted a ‘‘serious
erosion of the standards of the international civil service . . . too
many top-level officials, political appointments, rotten boroughs, and
pointless programs [which] had rendered the Secretariat fat and
flabby over the years.’’23 Given these critiques and other studies by
US governmental agencies, it is no surprise that administrative re-
form emerged as a key issue in the 1980s for the United Nations’ ma-
jor contributors and again in the 1990s when an inefficient and some-
times wasteful system faced increasing demands.24

Likewise, problems persist with the UN budget decision processes.
Although the United States supported the one-state, one-vote for-
mula for voting in the UN General Assembly and the principle of
universal membership for all independent states, the effects of mem-
bership expansion and shifting orientation of a majority of that mem-
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bership undermined US commitment to the United Nations. Amer-
ican critics of the United Nations pointed to the inequity between
voting power and financial support, particularly the fact that over 70
members pay only 0.01 per cent of the budget; the 20 or so leading
contributors can thus be easily outvoted by the majority of members.

Over the years, the loss of Western controlling influence in the
United Nations and many of its specialized agencies, dissatisfaction
with specific UN actions and programmes described above, and the
steady growth of UN budgets, fuelled disaffection in the US Con-
gress. Why should the principal contributors have only one vote
each? Resolutions were passed and programmes created that were
counter to the interests of major contributors, yet for which they
were expected to pay. Although there are problems of waste, duplica-
tion, and slipshod management, and a lack of processes for both pro-
gramme planning and project evaluation, the major issue is political:
the relationship between financial contribution and control over
budgetary allocations. This pits those with financial resources (the
haves) against those with the votes (the have-nots).

UN budget problems have been aggravated by secretariats that
have been ‘‘unduly responsive’’ to highly contentious actions by the
General Assembly and, in other agencies, have exploited and initi-
ated actions to expand bureaucratic tasks and revenues.25 Increases
in secretariat salaries and benefits have been far greater than those
for comparable-level officials in even the wealthiest member states –
a development that could hardly escape the attention of members of
the US Congress. Indeed, the debate over US contributions and, dir-
ectly or indirectly, over UN budget processes and UN reform that
began in the late 1970s has persisted, despite the reforms of the mid-
1980s. The report of the UN Group of 18 on the efficiency of the ad-
ministrative and financial functions of the UN was endorsed by the
General Assembly in December 1986. That report reflects changes
that the United States supported, as Lyons recounts in chapter 2.
The Group of 18 proposed cutting back UN staff. And, to give the
United States a greater role in the UN budgetary process, the Group
had the Committee for Programme and Coordination (CPC) review
programme content and the Advisory Committee on Administrative
and Budgetary Questions (ACABQ) conduct a financial and admin-
istrative review. The procedure of consensus voting was institutional-
ized, giving an effective veto to the United States as well as to other
members. More recently, charges of waste and corruption led the
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United States to campaign for adding an Inspector General to the
UN Secretary-General’s staff.

In the post–Cold War era, the expanded demands for UN peace-
keeping pose challenges for the United States and other members.
The issue is the types and level of commitment required to meet
these demands, particularly if the United States wishes to maintain a
leadership role. For example, will the United States provide the ne-
cessary financial and logistical support for expanded peace-keeping
and peace-enforcement operations? Will funds be available so that
the United Nations can respond immediately to a crisis? Will the
United States train troops for peace-keeping, as middle powers have
done? Will the United States work with coalition partners more col-
laboratively than it did in the Gulf War? Will the United States per-
mit its troops to serve under UN authority? Will the United States
sustain this level of commitment even when the going gets difficult?

But whether and how the United States takes up the challenges
posed by the post–Cold War era and expanded multilateralism will
be heavily influenced by domestic policies. Structural factors – sep-
aration of powers within the US government, the division of author-
ity between the legislature and the executive branch, public opinion,
and non-governmental actors – heavily determined the US responses
to selected issues concerning the United Nations in the past. Their
interactions are likely to shape the future directions of US policy in
the United Nations also.

Domestic sources of American policy toward the United
Nations

Executive branch leadership

Presidential leadership (or the absence of it) is critically important in
shaping American foreign policy. The attitude of the President and of
key executive branch officials toward multilateral institutions in gen-
eral and the United Nations in particular sets the tone for an admin-
istration and guides policy responses. It also influences the responses
of members of Congress.

Prior to the Reagan administration, changes in presidential admin-
istrations had relatively little impact on US relationships with most
international organizations. Successive administrations sustained
American commitments to multilateralism. The Reagan administra-
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tion, however, was far less interested in international cooperation,
except as such cooperation might support unilateral American goals.
Almost as soon as the administration took office, Budget Director
David Stockman suggested that cutting contributions to UN agen-
cies, or even withdrawal, would be a good way to trim the US budget
deficit. Thus, it was hardly surprising that the Reagan administration
translated long-standing US displeasure with UNESCO into with-
drawal, scaled back support to the international food institutions be-
cause of their statist orientation, and opposed efforts in WHO to con-
trol multinational corporations’ marketing of pharmaceuticals, infant
formula, and tobacco. As Puchala and Coate note, ‘‘some of the high-
est officials appointed to deal directly with the UN both in the New
York Delegation and the State Department’s IO Bureau, harbored
strong reservations about the worth of the organization.’’26

During the second Reagan administration, the antipathy to multi-
lateral institutions moderated somewhat. There was increased inter-
est in and support for the United Nations’ peace and security func-
tions. The approval of the administrative and budgetary reform
programme recommended by the Group of 18 led UN ambassador
Vernon Walters to state to members of Congress, ‘‘The reforms re-
spond particularly to the concerns expressed by the United States over
the past years. . . . We must now demonstrate our support for the re-
form effort and for the United Nations by fulfilling our obligation to
pay our assessed contributions, or risk having reform set aside.’’27
President Reagan, in his final address to the General Assembly, enu-
merated a long list of areas where, he said, ‘‘we see not only progress
but also the potential for an increasingly vital role for multilateral
efforts and institutions like the United Nations.’’ He added, ‘‘Yes,
the United Nations is a better place than it was 8 years ago.’’28

The 1988 election of George Bush, the first US President to have
served as ambassador to the United Nations, raised hopes among
UN supporters for strong presidential leadership at home and
abroad with respect to multilateral institutions. The appointment of
Thomas Pickering, a well-respected career foreign service officer, to
the post of ambassador was another positive sign, although the post’s
subsequent demotion from cabinet status suggested otherwise.
Indeed, hopes were well placed. Virulent UN bashing from adminis-
trative officials stopped. Pragmatic people were put in key positions.
Administrations make a difference.

Even before the Bush administration took office, the shift in Soviet
attitude toward the United Nations and especially toward the role of
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UN peace-keepers in settling regional conflicts in Namibia, Central
America, Afghanistan, and elsewhere signalled a revitalization for
the organization. The demise of communism in Central Europe, the
dissolution of the Soviet Union, and the surge in ethnic conflict
raised a host of new challenges. To undertake such activities would
require American leadership and commitment to the organization.
But it was the 1990 Gulf crisis that proved to be the test case – as
Gregg points out, ‘‘a turning point in the US–UN relationship’’ – for
American leadership and commitment to the United Nations.29 Se-
curity Council Resolution 660 coincided with the Bush administra-
tion’s position, condemning the invasion and demanding the ‘‘im-
mediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi troops from Kuwait.’’
Once again, the United Nations served as a valued instrument of US
foreign policy and a forum for collective legitimation.

The Gulf War, however, highlighted a key issue. The US-led mil-
itary operation occurred without a direct link to the United Nations
and with little input from other contributing UN members. Germany
and Japan were expected to finance the operations, but were ex-
cluded from important decision-making. And many developing coun-
tries, while supporting the action, worried about precedents for
United Nations interference in states’ internal affairs and the diminu-
tion of national sovereignty when the United Nations supported con-
struction of refugee havens for the Kurds in northern Iraq under the
mantle of humanitarian intervention. The Gulf War also highlighted
another important problem: ‘‘The ambivalence of many states toward
a stronger UN is now coupled with apprehension about a pax Amer-
icana, even a UN-centered one, without a Soviet counterweight.’’30

The Clinton administration, while concentrating on domestic
health and economic issues, quickly found it could not ignore a series
of pressing international problems, many involving the United Na-
tions. Initially the administration was very supportive of UN peace-
keeping activities and multilateral institutions generally. Before even
the end of his first year in office, however, President Clinton mirrored
the concern of many Americans, saying ‘‘The United Nations simply
cannot become engaged in every one of the world’s conflicts. If
American people are to say yes to U.N. peacekeeping, the United
Nations must know when to say no.’’31 The Clinton administration
backed efforts to strengthen UN headquarters’ capacity to manage
peace-keeping operations more effectively. It provided leadership at
the 1993 Vienna Human Rights Conference and for the creation of a
High Commissioner for Human Rights. It was far more supportive
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than either the Reagan or Bush administrations for a broad range of
other UN system activities and institutions: the environment, WHO
efforts to combat AIDS, UNICEF and other children’s issues, popu-
lation and UNFPA, as well as arms control, among others.

Historically, however, US Presidents have often found their foreign
policy leadership dependent upon congressional support. In this,
President Clinton’s efforts to give credibility to US leadership in the
United Nations by completing payment of all arrears in regular and
peace-keeping contributions floundered on the shoals of congres-
sional ‘‘budget-cutting fervor.’’32

The role of Congress

Congress as an institution is a conservative organization – cautious and re-
luctant to initiate change. It responds to old stimuli better than new. When it
opposes the Executive, it is usually to protect some interest group or some
aspect of the status quo rather than to initiate action. (Congressman Les
Aspin, 1976)33

Among the domestic sources of US foreign policy toward the United
Nations, the separation of powers among the branches of the federal
government has proven to be particularly important. Increased ten-
sion between the executive and legislative branches and congres-
sional assertiveness in the post–Viet Nam era have affected US rela-
tionships with many of the organizations in the UN system. However,
Congress was somewhat slower to initiate restrictive and constraining
legislation affecting US participation in UN bodies than it was to act
in the areas of war powers, arms sales, covert activities, and human
rights. Although there had always been individual members of Con-
gress who were sceptical of the value of US participation in multi-
lateral institutions and certainly of multilateral economic assistance
(especially of the ‘‘returns’’ on American contributions), a pattern of
accommodation in executive–legislative relations and, hence, support
for multilateralism held until the early 1980s. The antagonism of
senior officials in the Reagan administration to multilateralism, com-
bined with the growing budget deficit, contributed significantly to the
erosion of congressional support.

Congress’s role in US policy toward UN institutions derives from
both constitutional and statutory sources. As with other treaties, the
Senate must provide its advice and consent to US ratification of the
charters of international organizations. It must also concur in the ap-
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pointments of ambassadors accredited to UN agencies worldwide. In
addition, both houses of Congress conduct oversight hearings on vari-
ous aspects of US relations with UN bodies. Most importantly, con-
gressional power to authorize and appropriate funds has specific and
direct impact on US participation in UN bodies. Because members of
Congress frequently link an issue such as human rights to funding
legislation, their concerns may set agendas for the executive branch
and for US representatives in UN bodies. Finally, members from
each house serve on the delegations to the UN General Assembly
each year and on delegations to global conferences under UN aus-
pices.

Historically, Congress has tended to reflect more deeply than the
executive branch the attitudes of its constituents, the American pub-
lic. Public opinion polls showed overwhelming support for the United
Nations in 1945. Bipartisan leadership in the Senate and strong co-
operation with the executive branch ‘‘laid such a firm foundation for
support that United States involvement in the United Nations was,
for many years, rarely questioned,’’34 though the initial enthusiasm
waned as the international context changed. In addition, payment of
the assessed contributions was regarded as an international legal
obligation.

The roots of congressional (and public) disaffection with the
United Nations lie in developments in the 1970s, particularly con-
cerns over politicization, statism, and regulation. But Congress was
most concerned with the size of US contributions and the processes
for UN budget decision-making.

The budgetary issue came to the fore after the 1980 election. That
election brought a major change in congressional membership, with a
large number of new, conservative Republican members elected on
President Reagan’s coat-tails.35 The new conservatives tended to be
both activists and also supportive of the President. The result was a
marked change in the tone of debate on the United Nations, espe-
cially in the House of Representatives. Although many of the issues
were not new, the hostile atmosphere was. Control over US contribu-
tions (especially to the multilateral development banks) and the
amount of those contributions were strongly debated, along with the
value of foreign aid overall. Ironically, for the first time in three years,
Congress managed to pass the foreign aid appropriations bill in 1981!
Also on the congressional agenda were the United Nations’ handling
of human rights issues, and hearings on the WHO infant formula
vote, US participation in UNESCO, the Law of the Sea, and the
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IAEA safeguards system. Despite the new conservative membership,
however, the prevailing sentiments were often positive and opposed
to the positions of the Reagan administration.

It is clear, none the less, that congressional debates on the United
Nations from 1982 onward were prompted both by developments in
the United Nations and specialized agencies and by actions of the
Reagan administration that reflected the latter’s hostility to multi-
lateral institutions. Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick’s speech, indicat-
ing that members of the United Nations would be held ‘‘account-
able’’ for their votes, found responsive echoes in the Congress
among those concerned about anti-Americanism in the United Nations
and sceptical of the value of foreign aid. What better approach than
to link the two? Linking the two required record-keeping on UN
votes, and record-keeping, in turn, inevitably brought attention to
how much the United States ‘‘won’’ or ‘‘lost.’’ Highly critical (and
often distorted) reports on the United Nations published by the Heri-
tage Foundation, a conservative think-tank, got wide circulation and
comment among members of Congress, further fuelling the atmos-
phere of scepticism and negativism.

In addition, the growing, general budgetary crisis of the US gov-
ernment, prompted by the Reagan administration’s efforts to cut ex-
penditures, reduce taxes, and simultaneously raise defence spending,
inevitably increased pressure to cut American contributions to the
United Nations. There would be few repercussions from voters and
domestic interest groups for such cuts, in contrast to the controversy
over almost every other target except foreign aid itself. Initially,
budgetary cuts were targeted against activities deemed contrary to
the UN Charter or damaging to US interests, for example pro-
grammes aiding the PLO. In 1983 (and the subsequent four years),
the Reagan administration significantly reduced its request for volun-
tary contributions to international organizations and programmes be-
low the amounts appropriated for the previous year. The primary tar-
gets for cuts were the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and
UNICEF – both headed by Americans. Congress successfully resisted
these efforts of the Reagan administration to cut or even eliminate
funding for voluntary contributions by appropriating even more
than in the previous year.36

Since 1983, the legislation authorizing and appropriating funds for
US assessed and voluntary contributions has provided the occasion
for most congressional discussion of the United Nations’ value and
activities. In that climate, other concerns of members often reflected
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the perceived efficacy of using contributions as a means of exercising
influence, especially in the 1980s. Although the Reagan administra-
tion’s antagonism toward multilateral institutions peaked between
1983 and 1985 with reduced funding requests and the initiation of
steps to withdraw from UNESCO, it had just begun to have its full
impact on Congress. Prompted by what Senator Nancy Kassebaum
described as unsuccessful efforts to ‘‘control the growth in spending
of the various UN agencies,’’ members of Congress proceeded to
use their funding powers to link reductions in US contributions to
the reform of UN budget decision-making. Senator Kassebaum first
tried in 1983 to amend the FY1984 authorization act for US assessed
contributions by mandating reductions in those contributions to the
United Nations and specialized agencies over a three-year period to
a level of 70 per cent of the assessment for the calendar year 1980.
She noted, ‘‘It has been the Congress, and not the executive branch,
that has always had to take the lead in reducing the American tax-
payers’ burden with respect to these agencies [in 1952 and 1972]. . . .
I believe that it is time to act again.’’37 The amendment was ap-
proved by the Senate by a vote of 66 to 23. The administration
opposed the amendment, as did an impressive bipartisan group of
former Secretaries of State, National Security Advisers, and US Rep-
resentatives to the United Nations. No similar action was initiated in
the House, however, and the amendment died when the State De-
partment appropriation was approved in a continuing resolution.38
Senator Kassebaum’s action in 1983 was a prelude to her successful
1985 effort to reduce contributions, this time encouraged by the ad-
ministration.

As it had endeavoured to do with voluntary contributions, the
Reagan administration in 1985 requested US$119 million less than
its assessment for the United Nations, the specialized agencies, and
other international organizations. Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick,
testifying before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in April,
spoke of the desirability of distinguishing between ‘‘those bodies
that are effectively managed toward the achievement of constructive
goals of the charter and those that are ineffectively managed and
wastefully run, and often serve very negative goals.’’ She further sug-
gested that such discrimination could be applied in appropriations
and would make the UN Secretariat ‘‘more budget conscious.’’39
Congress did not adopt Ambassador Kirkpatrick’s suggestion to
discriminate among agencies. Prompted by the obvious administra-
tion support for cuts in assessed contributions, however, the Senate
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and House passed amendments sponsored by Senator Kassebaum
(Republican–Kansas) and Representative Solomon (Republican–
New York) linking reductions in contributions to UN budget reform.

The Kassebaum amendment and its House counterpart, the Solo-
mon amendment, stated:

No payments may be made for an assessed contribution to the United Na-
tions or its specialized agencies in excess of 20 percent of the total annual
budget of the United Nations or its specialized agencies (respectively) for
the United States fiscal year 1987 and following years unless the United Na-
tions and its specialized agencies have adopted the voting rights referred to
in section (b) – the voting rights shall be proportionate to the contribution
of each such member state to the budget of the United Nations and its spe-
cialized agencies.40

The passage of the Kassebaum and Solomon amendments to the
1985 State Department bill was a victory for those in the Congress
(and executive branch) who wanted to use shortfalls in US contri-
butions to force the United Nations to adopt reforms (and in the pro-
cess help reduce US budget deficits). The Kassebaum and Solomon
amendments also contained a provision requiring certification by the
Secretary of State that ‘‘the organization has adopted a plan to re-
duce the salaries and pensions of the organization’s employees to a
level no higher than that paid United States civil service employees
for performing comparable duties.’’ Other amendments relating to
the United Nations required the President to report on the UN vot-
ing records, the secondment of UN employees, especially those from
the Soviet Union, and their reported intelligence activities, and the
use of US funds for population assistance (including contributions to
the UN Population Fund – UNFPA) in any country that permitted
infanticide or coerced abortion. The last requirement reflected the
domestic debate over abortion and, particularly, the use of govern-
mental funds to support it.

Testimony by Alan Keyes, Assistant Secretary of State for Interna-
tional Organization Affairs, in early 1986 made clear that the Kasse-
baum amendment accorded with Reagan administration interest in
using US contributions to push the United Nations toward reform.
He described the amendment as providing ‘‘a unique opportunity
for pushing for a reformulation of the UN decision-making process
in some significant ways . . . an opportunity also for the organization
to revive that sense of service to the peoples of the world that was the
original reason for its mandate and Charter.’’41
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The Report of the UN Group of 18 on the efficiency of the admin-
istrative and financial functioning of the United Nations (A/41/49),
and its endorsement by the General Assembly in December 1986,
then, put the executive branch and the Congress under pressure to
restore US contributions. Reagan administration officials were quick
to applaud the programme of reform as a US foreign policy accom-
plishment, ‘‘a historic step’’ in President Reagan’s words, ‘‘designed
to strengthen the organization’s effectiveness and efficiency in carry-
ing out its important political, economic, and social objectives.’’42 As-
sistant Secretary Alan Keyes again noted the importance of the
Kassebaum amendment in referring to ‘‘the stark fact that nothing
would have been accomplished absent the pressure generated by con-
gressionally mandated cutbacks.’’43

The changes at the United Nations prompted lengthy debate in
both the Senate and House on the nature of the reforms that had
been initiated. Administration officials testified on their importance
to the United States. The House Conference Report referred to the
consensus-based decision-making procedures adopted by the United
Nations as ‘‘a significant step forward.’’44 The new language provided
that 40 per cent of the US assessed contributions could be paid any
time after 1 October 1987; that the second 40 per cent could be paid
upon the President’s determination that the United Nations’ new pro-
cedures were being implemented, progress being made toward the 50
per cent limitation on seconded employees, and staff reductions being
implemented; and the final 20 per cent could be made available 30
days after the presidential determination unless Congress adopted a
joint resolution prohibiting payment. The Senate Foreign Relations
Committee Report also noted that the budget adopted by the UN
General Assembly in 1986 had showed no real programme growth –
a positive step. Senator Kassebaum herself supported modification of
the original amendment and payment of the full assessment. She and
other members, however, expressed concern over where the funds
would come from given the severe budget difficulties.45 While en-
dorsing full funding of the US assessment for 1987, the Senate Com-
mittee regretted that authorized funding levels would not allow the
United States to pay its arrearages and noted, ‘‘means need to be
found to make up these arrearages if the US is to fully meet its treaty
obligations as a member of the UN.’’46

In fact, Congress did not appropriate adequate funds to meet US
assessed contributions in 1987 or in any year to date. Even the 1987
Soviet pledge to pay its arrearages in full did not prompt Congress to
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be more forthcoming, though members had been quick to note other
nations’ arrearages.

When the UN peace-keeping forces were awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize in 1988, Senator Pell (Democrat–Rhode Island) used the occa-
sion to say, ‘‘This honor should remind us of our embarrassment of
the United States deadbeat status in failing to meet our financial ob-
ligations to the United Nations.’’47 To the dismay of many members
of Congress, the Nobel prize came at a time when the Reagan admin-
istration, in a demonstration of its continuing ambivalence on the
United Nations, had yet to pay US$44 million in outstanding dues
for calendar year 1988.48 Senator Pell was among those who noted
that as a result the United Nations faced a funding crisis precisely at
a time when it was furthering the US security interests through its
role in a number of regional conflicts. Representative Bereuter (Re-
publican–New England) commented, ‘‘Recently, the UN has under-
taken serious internal reforms and has begun exercising the neutral
international peacemaking role it was designed to undertake. . . . It is
indeed appropriate that the US Government pay its arrearages.’’49
Only shortly before President Reagan was to address the 44th Gen-
eral Assembly did he make the necessary certifications to release US
funds. Even so, the United States arrearages for both regular as-
sessed contributions and peace-keeping continued to mount, with
neither Congress nor the executive branch closer to solving the fund-
ing problem.

The arrearages mounted even while the United States sought UN
support for its position in the 1990–1991 Gulf conflict and members
of Congress called on President Bush to work through the United
Nations. Senator Gorton expressed the feelings of many members
when he stated on 4 January 1991, ‘‘if we cannot followup on the
most decisive action the United Nations has taken since the onset of
the war in Korea, the United Nations will become a useless organiza-
tion, and the lack of belief in America’s seriousness of purposefulness
will cause us to be abandoned by existing and potential friends
around the world.’’50 The Joint Congressional Resolution on 4 Janu-
ary 1991 supported US action by references to five different UN res-
olutions, with two references to Security Resolution 678 alone.51

The strong support for the United Nations during the Gulf crisis
and for new peace-keeping efforts, along with the General Assem-
bly’s repeal of the Zionism as Racism resolution, led Congress to
change the status of UN funding as well as to support other UN-
related measures. The Foreign Relations Authorization Act for Fis-
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cal Years 1992 and 1993 (PL102–138) permitted full funding of the
US assessment to the United Nations for the first time since 1986.
Congress also granted President Bush toward the end of his adminis-
tration a two-year, US$700 million supplement to help cover the
country’s 30.4 per cent share of new peace-keeping costs. And, in
1991, Congress accepted a Bush administration proposal for repay-
ing the arrearages over four years (by the end of 1995), linked to a
policy of ‘‘no growth’’ in UN programme budgets. At that time, the
total US arrearages amounted to US$220 million.

The United Nations’ ‘‘honeymoon’’ with the US Congress was rel-
atively short-lived, however. By mid-1993, concern over the effective-
ness, mounting cost, and complexity of UN peace-keeping opera-
tions, the US share of these costs, as well as waste and corruption in
the organization, led Congress to make heavy cuts in funds for peace-
keeping and the regular UN contribution. It cancelled entirely the
1993 instalment payment on the arrearages, thus leaving the plan
and future payment in doubt. Congress also withheld 10 per cent of
the US regular 1993 budget contribution pending appointment of an
Inspector General by Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali.52 Further
cuts were made in contributions to specialized agencies, including
the UN Development Programme, just when a US national, Gustave
Speth, assumed the directorship.

In the wake of mounting problems with UN peace-keeping opera-
tions, Congress has also pressed for reduction in the US share of
peace-keeping costs from the current 30.4 per cent on the grounds of
fairness. In October 1993, the House and Senate killed a proposed
peace-keeping contingency fund that would have enabled the United
States to contribute emergency start-up funds for UN peace-keeping
operations. In this climate, proposals to shift the appropriation of
peace-keeping funds from the State Department to the Department
of Defense have not elicited strong support. And, any sensitivity Con-
gress may have shown in the early 1990s to the negative effects on the
US image of withholding funds to force changes at the United Na-
tions appeared to have vanished.

Thus, the Clinton administration’s efforts to show strong support of
multilateral peace-keeping and elements of Secretary-General
Boutros-Ghali’s Agenda for Peace were hampered by congressional
concerns. Events in Somalia, Haiti, and Bosnia fuelled scepticism
about the ability of the United Nations to manage effectively the
wide range of peace-keeping and enforcement operations that it had
undertaken by mid-1993. Thus, in debates about placing US forces
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under UN command, Congress strictly circumscribed the President’s
authority, requiring certification that a series of conditions had been
met.53

The ‘‘difficult choice’’ faced by members of Congress is how to pro-
vide the funding to fulfil current US obligations to the United Nations
and its specialized agencies, let alone make up the arrearages, when
the country faces a severe budget deficit and pressing domestic prior-
ities. Most members of Congress do not place the United Nations
high on the list of funding priorities. They are concerned about
waste, corruption, and the implementation of consensus-based deci-
sion-making procedures on budgetary matters and, hence, continue
to link US contributions to specific improvements in management of
UN agencies.

The pressures of the budget deficit and the budget process itself
will more than likely continue to hamper efforts to enable the United
States to fulfil its full financial obligations to the United Nations, let
alone increase its funding to meet new demands for peace-keeping,
enforcement, and other activities. The continuing funding shortfall
threatens seriously to undermine the US ability to exercise leader-
ship. Although some veteran members of Congress recognize this,
there is a much larger educational and leadership task in persuading
many members that the United Nations matters to the United States.
This has been complicated by very high turnover in the House in
1992.

What conclusions, then, can we draw from this examination of con-
gressional concern with UN matters over the last 20 years and from
the literature on Congress to shed light on how this branch of the
US government is likely to deal with issues concerning the future of
the UN system and US participation over the next few years?

As noted earlier, increased tension and congressional assertiveness
have marked the post–Viet Nam era of US foreign policy-making.
What distinguishes executive–legislative confrontations since the
1970s from those of earlier periods is greater congressional interest
in the management of foreign affairs and the inclination of members
‘‘to perceive themselves as chiefs, not Indians.’’ ‘‘In the past,’’ Franck
and Weisband note, ‘‘the Congress has generally been led into battle
by its captains.’’54 Thus, the assertiveness is not just of Congress as a
whole but of its individual members. This trend, combined with other
developments, has fuelled an exponential growth in foreign policy by
legislation, legislation often limiting executive branch flexib-
ility. Although Presidents Ford, Carter, and Reagan all decried
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congressional limits on their ability to shape foreign policy, the legis-
lation has also placed a significant burden on the State Department in
particular through reporting requirements such as those on human
rights violations and UN votes, efforts to link aid allocations to the
reported data, or negotiating ‘‘mandates’’ such as that on the UN
budgetary process. Thus, legislation has been used to force the exec-
utive branch to stop doing something; it has also forced the executive
branch to initiate actions. The result is ‘‘a statutory basis of American
foreign policy which establishes procedures for consultation, outlines
criteria for assessing options and, in some instances, mandates certain
objectives and prohibits others.’’55 By turning foreign policy into an
‘‘exercise in lawmaking,’’ Congress has placed what one State De-
partment official described as a ‘‘straitjacket of legislation around
the manifold complexity of our relations with other nations.’’56 And,
one might add, around US participation in multilateral institutions.57
Indeed, the general effect of a more assertive Congress has been to
limit US–IGO involvement and to make the United States a less flex-
ible international actor.

Destler, Gelb, and Lake suggest that, as legislators have moved
from ‘‘instinctive support of Presidential policy to aggressive skepti-
cism, from acquiescence to activism . . . the new taste for foreign-
policy engagement was buttressed by the staff explosion.’’ Policy de-
bates have become more ideological and unreal, with legislators
pressing unreal policy goals and developing ‘‘new ways of exploiting
issues for personal and political gain, while ducking responsibility for
policy consequences.’’58 In the case of the United Nations, our analy-
sis suggests that, although Congress had long been unhappy with anti-
Americanism in the United Nations, budget growth, increasing third
world influence, and declining American influence, it was the hostility
of Reagan administration officials more than congressional assertive-
ness that fuelled support for the Kassebaum–Solomon amendment
and other actions. Once the precedent had been set for deliberately
funding shortfalls in American assessed contributions, however, it be-
came increasingly difficult to rebuild support for fulfilling US obliga-
tions.

The reasons for that difficulty have to do with Congress’s tradi-
tional parochialism, the decline of leadership influence, the commit-
tee system, and the budget process itself.

Historically, members of Congress have tended to pay more atten-
tion to domestic than to foreign affairs, driven by their preoccupation
with re-election (which is fuelled by the fact that all members in the
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House and one-third of the Senate face elections every two years).
This creates pressure to satisfy interests of constituents, which are sel-
dom directly linked to foreign affairs. Indeed, Sundquist has observed
that ‘‘being national-minded can be a positive hazard to a legislative
career.’’59 With the pressures to focus on constituent interests, con-
gressional interest in and attention to foreign policy issues have also
tended to be short-lived, their duration determined by how news-
worthy the issue is. Thus, having brought attention to the issues of
UN reform in a dramatic way in 1985, Congress was likely not to
pay much further attention. Likewise, both UN funding and foreign
aid tend to be frequent targets for budget cuts because they rarely
affect the interests of local constituents.

A perennial problem for legislators anywhere is information and
expertise. The US Congress has historically used hearings for this
purpose. It also has created several special offices to provide addi-
tional expertise, among them the General Accounting Office
(GAO), which has been a particularly important source of studies
on various aspects of the UN system over the past 15 years.60 It is
not at all clear from the legislative record, however, how widely
read GAO’s studies are, or how they have influenced debate. Franck
and Weisband note that congressional staff members maintain close
ties with GAO personnel to shape the terms of requests for GAO
studies and pick up ideas for ‘‘hot topics.’’61 Destler, Gelb, and
Lake, on the other hand, note how seldom members read the reports
they mandate.62

Since the early 1970s, larger congressional staffs have been an addi-
tional source of information, expertise, and, on occasion, legislative
initiatives. Members of Congress have significantly increased their
own and committee staffs from less than 10,000 in 1972 to more than
21,000 in 1985.63 As Destler has noted, the results are not always
salutary for national policy making: ‘‘Institutional decentralization,
policy conviction, and ample staffing encourage legislators to be-
come involved in the detail of policy. This not only takes away exec-
utive flexibility, but it also adds new uncertainty because no one can
predict what Congress ultimately will do.’’64

In recent years, the increased fragmentation of decision-making
among congressional committees has had a particularly negative ef-
fect on Congress’s handling of UN matters. The Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee in the House and the Foreign Relations Committee in the Sen-
ate have responsibility for matters involving US participation in
international organizations, but committees with responsibility for
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specific issue areas such as agriculture, energy, trade, international
economic policy, national security, oceans, space, and energy of ne-
cessity take an interest in US policies in various UN specialized agen-
cies. Furthermore, procedural reforms instituted in the 1970s decen-
tralized power from committees to subcommittees and thereby
reduced the importance of leadership positions by increasing their
number.65 The result has been to encourage initiatives (e.g. amend-
ments) by individual members of Congress, often members who are
not part of the congressional foreign policy ‘‘establishment.’’66 Party
leaderships’ power has also been weakened by the increase in single-
issue politics and the activities of lobbyists, political action commit-
tees, and interest groups, which we shall address shortly.

The fragmentation of decision-making, the breakdown of party
unity, and the erosion of leadership thus have slowed and complic-
ated the entire legislative process in ways that are particularly evid-
ent in the funding process. Sundquist notes, ‘‘The result is that any
piece of legislation must surmount an obstacle course of unparalleled
difficulty . . . And in the process of overcoming the countless legisla-
tive hurdles, policies may be compromised to the point of ineffective-
ness.’’67 As Kegley and Wittkopf describe, ‘‘Within each house of
Congress, authorizations for expenditures are specified by the sub-
stantive committees having jurisdiction over particular programs but
the actual appropriations are made by another committee.’’68 Though
the foreign policy committees have increased available expertise
through staff expansion, ‘‘their ability to translate that into a greater
voice in policy making has fallen victim to purely fiscal, budgetary,
and intracongressional political considerations.’’69 For example, in
the late 1970s the Senate Foreign Relations Committee authorized
multi-year appropriations for the International Development Agency
only to have the Budget and Appropriations committees deny a long-
range commitment. The deleterious effects of these developments on
UN funding have been readily apparent in Congress’s failure to ap-
propriate authorized funds for US assessed contributions since 1987
(except in 1991 and 1992) and frequent resort to continuing resolu-
tions in the absence of agreement on funding legislation.70

Congress, however, historically has tended to reflect public opinion
in the United States and to be relatively slow to change attitudes.
Congressional elections in the post-war period have contributed to
stable membership in Congress, with the same states and districts
electing members of the same party through time.71 Public opinion
may fluctuate, however, and it is to that we now turn.
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Public and élite opinion

The relative importance of public opinion as a domestic source of
American foreign policy is subject to dispute. Some scholars argue
that, since public opinion is uninformed, unstructured, and capri-
cious, it has not constrained US foreign policy decision makers,
while others suggest that, since public opinion is, indeed, structured,
consistent, and stable, decision makers react to or seem to reflect
public opinion. Recent studies give enhanced credibility to the sec-
ond view.72 For example, Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro, in a
major review of public opinion and government policy change be-
tween 1935 and 1979, found that in two-thirds of all cases (including
foreign policy issues) there was a shift in public opinion and a sub-
sequent change in public policy.73 Furthermore, the policy change was
in the same direction as the public opinion change, the government
shifting in the direction of public preferences rather than vice versa.
Even if public opinion, particularly on foreign policy issues, does not
play a direct role, arguably it identifies a range of policies that elected
officials must consider if they are not to face repercussions in sub-
sequent elections.

Traditionally, public and élite opinion has been described in terms
of degrees of internationalism and isolationism. Recently, analysis
has focused on varying dimensions of internationalism. How have
public and élite attitudes supporting American internationalist or
isolationist tendencies changed over time? How have public and élite
attitudes toward the United Nations changed over time? What do
both these general attitudes and specific views concerning the
United Nations portend for US support for the United Nations and
UN reform? If the US government is to be an advocate of reform in
the 1990s and beyond, then the optimum condition is that both public
and élite attitudes would be supportive – hence the relevance of ex-
amining public and élite attitudes. If mass opinion only is supportive
of reform, then US-supported reform will probably not be forthcom-
ing. Mass opinion alone acts as a stimulus to foreign policy innovation
on only a limited range of issues. But if élite opinion is supportive,
then the possibility of reform is enhanced, for it has been consist-
ently found that mass opinion tends to acquiesce to decisions made
by leaders.74

Public opinion studies relying on data compiled by the Chicago
Council on Foreign Relations (CCFR) since 1974 have elucidated
several relevant dimensions of American internationalist thinking.75
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Eugene Wittkopf, using 200 survey items from the CCFR studies, has
identified two somewhat different dimensions of internationalism: co-
operative and militant. From these two dimensions he proposed a
fourfold typology:

Internationalists are those who support active American involvement in
world affairs, favoring a combination of conciliatory and conflictual strat-
egies consistent with the pre-Vietnam internationalist foreign policy con-
sensus. Isolationists, on the other hand, oppose both militant international-
ism (which reflects fear of communism and a willingness to use American
troops abroad) and cooperative internationalism (which reflects an em-
phasis on cooperative links with the rest of the world). Accommodationists
are one of two presumably newly emergent groups of ‘‘selective internation-
alists’’ who, in this case, embrace cooperative involvement with the world
but eschew its more militant manifestations, while Hardliners, ‘‘selective in-
ternationalists’’ at the opposite end of the spectrum, manifest just the oppos-
ite preferences.76

Using this fourfold categorization to analyse élite attitudes, Wittkopf
found that élite people in the 1974 survey fell into the following cat-
egories: accommodationists, 46 per cent; internationalists, 47 per cent;
isolationists, 2 per cent; and hard-liners, 6 per cent. In the 1978 sur-
vey, élite people were 45 per cent accommodationists; 36 per cent in-
ternationalists; 6 per cent isolationist; and 13 per cent hard-liners.
The distributions of the masses varied considerably from that of the
élite. There were higher proportions of isolationists and hard-liners:
24 per cent isolationists in both 1974 and 1978 and 22 per cent in
1982; 27 per cent hard-liners in 1974 and 1978 and 24 per cent in
1982.77 Evidently, then, higher proportions of accommodationists
and internationalists are found among élite people.

What do studies suggest about the general predisposition of the
mass public and the élite toward a cooperative form of international-
ism? First, among both the élite and the mass public there is consid-
erable within-group consistency since the 1970s and 1980s. Given this
finding, we are not apt to witness radical changes in the general pre-
dispositions of either group. Second, there is a marked difference be-
tween élite people and the mass public, élite people evidencing relat-
ively more accommodationist and internationalist attitudes.

A key question underlying future US participation in the United
Nations is whether the United States should play an active role in
world affairs more generally. Table 10.1 reports the responses of
both leaders and public over time, showing that American leaders
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overwhelmingly believe the United States should take an active part
in world affairs; the attitudes of the general public have fluctuated
more and are clearly somewhat less supportive of an active US role.
This gap has persisted from the initial 1978 survey to the 1990 survey.
This does not tell us, however, whether the élite’s perception of a
more active role includes participation in international organizations
generally or the United Nations specifically. Nor does it yet tell us
how attitudes may be changing in the post–Cold War environment.

If the United States should play an active role, should this role be a
leadership role? How influential do the public and the élite perceive
the United States to be? Table 10.2 charts the perceptions of US
power and importance over time. If the United States is to exert lead-
ership in the United Nations, both public and élite attitudes must be
supportive. In 1986, 41 per cent of the public saw the United States as
more important and powerful than it was 10 years before, but only 33
per cent of the sampled American élite people saw the United States
as a more powerful and important leader than it was in 1976. In 1990,
prior to the Gulf War, both groups saw the United States as less im-
portant – 35 per cent of the public and 43 per cent of the leaders.

Table 10.3 reports more specifically on public and élite attitudes
about the relative importance of various foreign policy goals. The rel-
ative position (approximately ninth) of strengthening the United Na-
tions remained almost unchanged between 1978 and 1986. The issue

Table 10.1 Desires for an active US role in world affairs, 1948–1990 (% saying US
should take an active part in world affairs)

Public Leaders

Year Active part Stay out Active part Stay out

1990
1986
1982
1978
1974
1973
1956
1952
1948

62
64
54
59
66
66
71
68
70

28
27
35
29
24
31
25
23
24

97
98
98
97

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.

2
1
1
1

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.

Source: John E. Rielly, ed., American Public Opinion and U.S. Foreign Policy 1987 (Chicago:
Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, 1987), 11; 1991, 6.
n.a. \ not asked.
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was certainly not a high priority for the United States. Yet what is
particularly interesting is that the public attached a higher priority to
it than did the élite, by a two to one ratio in the first three time-
periods. In other words, the élite supported an active role for the
United States in world affairs, but not necessarily by strengthening
the United Nations; the public was more reluctant to advocate an ac-
tive role, but placed much higher priority on strengthening the United
Nations. In 1990, the data suggest convergence between the public
and leaders’ views. Most striking is the 17 per cent increase among
the leaders for strengthening the United Nations, while the public’s
support for strengthening declined 2 per cent. What explains the
change? Alger suggests that a slight change in the wording of the
question may have made the difference.78 The Gulf crisis and then
the realities of the dénouement may also explain the change.

Despite the immediate effects of the Gulf War, assessment of the
United Nations’ job performance has not shown significant vari-
ation. Time-series data of the public’s evaluation of UN performance
show a steady increase in the number of people evaluating UN per-
formance as good or fair between 1950 and 1959 – from 57 per cent
to 87 per cent. In the early 1960s, public evaluation remained high,
between 78 per cent and 81 per cent.79 A sharp downturn began in
1967 and continued through the 1970s, with an upward turn in the
1980s as shown in table 10.4. In 1980, only 31 per cent of the respond-
ents thought the United Nations was doing a good job. When probed
why the United Nations was doing a poor job, 12 per cent did say the
problem was that the United Nations does not have enough power. A

Table 10.2 Perceptions of the United States as a world leader as compared with 10
years before, 1974–1990 (%)

Public Leaders

Year
More important
and powerful

Less
important

More important
and powerful

Less
important

1990
1986
1982
1978
1974

37
41
27
29
28

35
26
44
41
38

26
33
10
16

n.a.

43
27
52
59

n.a.

Source: John E. Rielly, ed., American Public Opinion and U.S. Foreign Policy 1987 (Chicago:
Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, 1987), 11; 1991, 13.
n.a. \ not asked.
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1989 Roper poll on UN job performance showed almost as many res-
pondents indicating ‘‘don’t know/no opinion’’ as those indicating the
United Nations was doing a good job. Results from the polls in the
1990s show dramatically the effect of the Gulf crisis. The highest pos-
itive evaluation of UN performance was found in the two 1991 polls

Table 10.3 Foreign policy goals for the United States, 1978–1990 (% saying that goal
is ‘‘very important’’)

1990 1986 1982 1978
Goal Public Leaders Public Leaders Public Leaders Public Leaders

Protect jobs
Secure energy
Arms control
Combat world

hunger
Reduce trade

deficitb
Contain

communism
Defend US

allies
Match Soviet

military
power

Strengthen
UN

Protect US
business
interests

Protect human
rights

Improve LDC
living
standard

Protect
weaker
nations

Promote
democracy

65
61
53
—a

56

56

61

56

44

63

58

41

57

28

39
60
80
—a

62

10

56

20

39

27

45

42

28

26

78
69
69
63

62

57

56

53

46

43

42

37

32

30

43
72
83
60

n.a.a

43

78

59

22

32

44

46

29

29

77
70
64
58

71

59

50

49

48

44

43

35

34

29

43
72
86
64

38

44

82

—a

25

25

41

55

43

23

78
78
64
59

86

60

50

52

47

45

39

35

34

26

34
88
81
67

73

45

77

—a

26

26

35

64

30

15

Source: John E. Rielly, ed., American Public Opinion and U.S. Foreign Policy 1983, 1987, 1991
(Chicago: Chicago Council on Foreign Relations).
n.a. \ not asked.
a. Not available.
b. In 1982 and 1978, the question was asked in terms of keeping up the value of the dollar.
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(78 per cent and 66 per cent respectively). Several months later, how-
ever, amidst the lingering difficulties of the Gulf War settlement,
33 per cent of the public changed their opinion, giving the United
Nations either a poor job rating or having no opinion.

The public’s ambivalence is underscored in Roper poll responses to
the question whether the United States should increase or decrease
participation in the United Nations. Table 10.5 shows only a small
difference in 1988 and 1989 between the number of respondents sup-
porting increased US participation and those desiring no change in
the level of US participation. So in 1989, while 38 per cent of those
expressing an opinion thought that the United Nations was doing a
good job, 34 per cent thought that there should be an increase in US
participation. The mandate for change is not overwhelming. The
mandate that polls do confirm is that the United States should not
pull out of the United Nations. In 1983, 80 per cent of those sampled
said that the United States should continue to belong; in 1986, the
figure was 76 per cent.80 These figures clearly indicate that many of
those who think the United Nations is doing a poor job support con-
tinued US participation.

To project future public opinion toward the United Nations, we

Table 10.4 UN job performance, 1970–1992

Question: Do you think the United Nations is doing a good job
or a poor job in trying to solve the problems it has had to face?

Year Good/fair job
%

Poor job
%

Don’t know/no opinion
%

1992 (Mar.)
1991 (Dec.)
1991 (Jul.)
1990
1989
1988
1985
1983
1982
1980
1977
1975
1971
1970

45
78
66
54
38
46
38
35
36
31
32
33
35
44

35
13
28
34
29
33
44
42
49
53
39
51
43
40

20
9
6

12
34
21
18
23
15
16
29
16
22
16

Source: Gallup Organization, 1977, and Roper Poll, 1989.
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need to examine how these attitudes break down by age cohort
groups. If older cohorts give the United Nations more favourable rat-
ings than younger cohorts, we would not expect the public to be more
predisposed toward the United Nations in the future. If younger co-
hort groups are more supportive than older ones, then one would ex-
pect more support in the future for US participation in the United
Nations. The 1989 Roper poll reported that the baby boom genera-
tion, those born between 1945 and 1960, did give the United Nations
more positive assessments than older cohorts, but provided no spe-
cific figures. A 1985 Gallup poll revealed only slightly higher evalua-
tions of UN job performance by the 18–29 cohort group, and ap-
proximately comparable ratings by the 30–49 group and by the 50
and over cohort.81 A Gallup poll taken earlier in the same year di-
vided the older cohort group and found significantly higher ratings of
the United Nations among the younger groups (47 per cent for the
30–49 group and only 26 per cent in the over 65 cohort). These data
suggest that, as the younger cohorts age, we might expect more posit-
ive support for the United Nations and perhaps more support for
reform, although differences in support by gender may cancel this
effect.82

Finally, we examined the areas where the public would like to see
increased UN involvement. Perhaps the most striking findings shown
in table 10.6 are the relatively high percentages supporting increased
use of the International Court of Justice, UN involvement in environ-
mental issues, and use of UN forces in regional conflicts. However,
when it comes to financing such activities, the public is reluctant. Sup-
port for UN peace-keeping, control of weapons, and defence forces
ranked in the lower half of areas to be financed in the public’s
mind.83

Table 10.5 US participation in the United Nations, 1980–1989

Question: Do you think that the USA should increase or decrease its
participation in the UN?

Year Increase
%

Decrease
%

No change
%

Don’t know
%

1989
1988
1980

34
39
40

16
12
21

31
45
26

19
—
—

Source: Roper Poll, 1988; 1989 survey was conducted by ‘‘American Talk Security,’’ using a
comparable but somewhat different question.
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Surveys show that the public has little concrete knowledge about
the United Nations, however. For example, in 1989 only 15 per cent
could identify Javier Pérez de Cuéllar as the UN Secretary-General;
and only 16 per cent could name even one UN agency or institution.
Support for the United Nations, therefore, is not correlated with
knowledge. The fact that the public is not knowledgeable and rather
inconsistent – giving the United Nations high priority without accept-
ing financial responsibility – gives the élite wide latitude in deciding
US policies toward the United Nations.

There are few élite survey data on UN-related questions. Holsti
and Rosenau included two relevant questions in their surveys.84 In
the 1984 data, they report 60 per cent of their leadership sample of
2,515 thought it vital to enlist cooperation with the United Nations
in settling international disputes.85 Different subgroups, however,
have quite divergent opinions. For example, only 48 per cent of the
Republican leaders, 46 per cent of military leaders, and 46 per cent
of State Department personnel sampled thought that the United
Nations should be enlisted; in contrast, 70 per cent of Democratic
leaders, 73 per cent of labour, and 81 per cent of the clergy held that
position.86 Only 27 per cent indicated that strengthening the United
Nations was very important.87 In Holsti and Rosenau’s 1992 survey
of opinion leaders, 39 per cent of the accommodationists and 28 per
cent of the internationalists considered the strengthening of the
United Nations and other international organizations as an effective
approach to world peace. Yet, tellingly, other more general ap-
proaches – accelerating technical and economic interdependence,
promoting better communications, and enhancing collective security
through alliances – ranked as more effective approaches to peace

Table 10.6 American attitudes toward UN involvement by issue

Issue
Increase UN
involvement

%

Should not/
ignore UN

%
Don’t know

%

Control of nuclear weapons
Control of chemical weapons
Use of UN forces in regions
Deal with environment
Use of International Court of Justice
Deal with trade disputes

46
49
49
56
58
25

36
33
17
27
15
54

18
18
34
17
26
21

Source: Roper Poll, 1989.

The United States and the UN system

443



among both the accommodationists and the internationalists.88 So
even in this latest survey, taken at the Cold War’s end, the attitudes
among élite people generally supportive of the United Nations do not
indicate that strengthening the organization is a high priority.

In conclusion, although élite people support a more activist role for
the United States in the world, strengthening the United Nations is
not a high priority, even though the 1990 data suggest significant
changes in attitudes of the leaders on this question. Paradoxically, it
is the general public who support strengthening the United Nations
but evidence increasing ambivalence. These findings suggest broad
public support for US participation in the United Nations and even
for a much stronger role for the United Nations on certain issues.
But the public is more ambivalent about a leadership role for the
United States than are those who would have to lead; élite people
are not inclined to use the United Nations for that purpose.

Public opinion is clearly influenced by certain non-governmental
groups. And these groups are playing a stronger role in the foreign
policy process than in the past.

The role of non-governmental groups

Non-governmental groups have long been important in American
politics and policy-making, but their numbers, variety, and influence,
particularly in the foreign policy arena, have grown enormously since
the mid-1970s. The efforts of some of those groups to influence US
policies in the United Nations and its specialized agencies likewise
grew, especially in the late 1970s and 1980s. This was in part an out-
come of the efforts of majorities dominated by less developed coun-
tries (LDCs) to initiate more regulatory and redistributive pro-
grammes and activities that would impinge on specific interests. US
groups mobilized to identify and publicize those issues for US policy
makers and to influence US policy responses. Domestic groups have
also pressured Congress and the executive branch to adhere to inter-
national norms in the areas of human rights and security. They have
played major roles in the increasing efforts to address global environ-
mental problems, most notably in the preparations for the 1992 UN
Rio Conference on the Environment and Development (UNCED)
and subsequent efforts to implement Agenda 21.

Studies of interest groups and American foreign policy have largely
endorsed a pluralist view of multiple competing groups and cross-cut-
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ting interests; however, competing views that emphasize the domina-
tion of special interests also exist.89 Studies have also concluded that
domestic groups’ influence on foreign policy remains limited, varying
with the issue, the degree of urgency (crisis), and congressional inter-
est. It is greatest on non-security issues and during election years.
Our own study confirmed that the role of domestic groups is highly
issue- and IGO-specific.90

The emergence since the early 1970s of single-issue groups and
ideologically motivated political action committees (PACs) has al-
tered the ‘‘game’’ somewhat, as the analysis of Congress suggested.
These groups focus their attention on one cause, judge policy
makers’ actions in terms only of that cause, and are intolerant of com-
promise. Their tendency to single out individual votes (or votes on a
single issue), for example, has increased pressures on members of
Congress to obscure those votes in procedure or take what they
know to be irresponsible positions. Domestic groups have not been
consistently either supportive of or antagonistic toward US relations
with IGOs. Hunger groups support greater US participation in food
aid and distribution through all available channels. Other groups
have lobbied against the FAO’s anti-market orientation. The media
led the campaign for withdrawal from UNESCO, while scientists,
academic groups, and educational groups lobbied in opposition.

Two issues – politicization and international regulation – particu-
larly aroused the opposition of US domestic groups, which played both
agenda-setting and policy-influencing roles. The network of Jewish
organizations led by the American–Israeli Public Affairs Committee
(AIPAC) was very active in response to the anti-Israeli resolutions
introduced in many UN agencies (and, of course, the references to
Zionism as racism). It also called attention more generally to politic-
ization in UN agencies. For example, Burton Levinson, chairman of
the national executive committee of the Anti-Defamation League of
B’nai B’rith, speaking in 1984 hearings on UNESCO said, ‘‘UNESCO
has become so politicized that it has been used by the enemies of the
Western World, and particularly the enemies of the United States, as
a vehicle for constantly putting us in a position of almost having to
explain or justify our commitment to those Western values.’’91

Many studies have documented the strength of the Israeli lobby as
a force in US foreign policy in the Middle East and more generally.92
The lobby has enjoyed an unrivalled capacity to secure a hearing
from the American public, especially in contrast to pro-Palestinian
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or pro-Arab groups. Uslaner describes it as ‘‘the best organized, best
funded, and most successful of the ethnic lobbies, indeed perhaps of
all foreign policy lobbies.’’93

AIPAC’s influence was reflected in the legislation that withheld US
contributions to programmes and activities benefiting the PLO, as
well as that which mandated withdrawal from the United Nations or
affiliated agencies that expelled, suspended, or denied Israel the right
to participate. It was behind congressional efforts to close the PLO’s
offices in New York and Washington, which began in 1985 and cul-
minated in legislation (PL 100–204) in 1988.94

The American business community and mass media (especially the
print media) have been particularly active in calling attention to is-
sues of international regulation and in trying to shape US responses.
Although the business community, including such groups as the Gro-
cery Manufacturers’ Association of America, banking lobbies, the
Pharmaceutical Manufacturers’ Association, and the International
Chamber of Commerce, has tended to oppose international regula-
tions, the positions of its constituent groups are not uniform. For ex-
ample, speaking on behalf of the American Home Products Corpora-
tion in hearings on the WHO infant formula code, Charles Hagan
raised objections: ‘‘We feel strongly that neither WHO, nor any of
the international organizations in which our country holds member-
ship should be developing codes relating to commercial or marketing
practices.’’95 In contrast, Wayne Davidson, president of Mead John-
son, noted that his company’s opposition to the WHO code did not
represent opposition to ‘‘the concept of rational and carefully devel-
oped codes in general.’’96 And, in 1987 hearings on the UN Code of
Conduct for Transnational Corporations, the International Chamber
of Commerce indicated that a code that gave ‘‘equal weight to the
sections on activities, and on the treatment of TNCs, could . . . en-
hance the positive climate for foreign direct investment to benefit
the economic growth and welfare of all countries concerned.’’97

These statements reaffirm the conclusions of Bauer, Pool, and
Dexter in their classic study of American business and public pol-
icy.98 The American business community’s interests are not uniform,
and, therefore, competing interests will often cancel each other out.

The media were particularly active in shaping US responses to the
debates over a New World Information and Communications Order
(NWICO) in UNESCO. As Coate notes in his study of the United
States and UNESCO, representatives of media organizations in the
United States and Western Europe formed the World Press Free-
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dom Committee ‘‘to work and speak out against advocates of state-
controlled media and other opponents of a free press. This group
became especially active in monitoring activities in UNESCO and
shaping US communications policy toward the organization.’’99
Coate notes how obsessed American reporters became with the
NWICO debates and with what they saw as a threat of international
censorship. Leonard Sussman, executive director of Freedom House,
documented American press coverage of UNESCO activities, con-
cluding that it ‘‘reflected the possibilities of press-controls, not actual-
ities, and that important distinction has never been made clear.’’100
As Coate notes, ‘‘such incomplete and biased reporting, when intern-
alized as an important component of the policymaking process, can
have quite a significant impact on policy and policymaking pro-
cesses.’’ The outcomes of UNESCO’s debates were relatively posit-
ive from a US perspective, but their impact on American policy was
‘‘increasingly negative’’ after 1981 – more attention was focused on
UNESCO and the communications issue than was warranted.101

UNESCO also illustrated another problem in US–IGO relation-
ships: the consequences for US policy-making when an organization
touches many interests. In the UNESCO case, as a result of the very
diversity of UNESCO’s activities and the scattered nature of its con-
stituencies, there was no centralized group to coordinate the opposi-
tion to US withdrawal. And, we might add, the media controlled
much of the critical information flow.

During the 1980s, the media also evidenced more general anti-UN
sentiments, particularly in columns of noted conservative editorial-
ists. James J. Kilpatrick for example wrote, ‘‘The purpose [of the
UN] as a forum has been reduced to nullity,’’ suggesting that the me-
dia ‘‘should carry news of the UN back on the comic pages to dwell
with Doonesbury and his friends.’’102 Charles Krauthammer writing
in the liberal New Republic argued, ‘‘The U.N. is more than just a
failed instrument. It is a bad instrument. We have the power to see
it shelved. We should use that power.’’103 Likewise, a Wall Street
Journal editorial commented, ‘‘The Babelists of the United Nations
are experts at obfuscation. This can have its purposes at times, but
there’s no reason to cloud the importance and allure of Western con-
cepts of freedom and justice. We can see plenty of freedom and just-
ice. We can see plenty of reasons to stay out, and none to rejoin
UNESCO.’’104

Much of the offensive against the United Nations in the 1980s,
however, was led not by the media but by the conservative think-
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tank, the Heritage Foundation. Founded in 1973 with funding from
Joseph Coors, Richard Mellon Scaife, Mobil Oil, and Reader’s Di-
gest, the Foundation was best known for providing 3,000 pages of re-
commendations for the newly elected Ronald Reagan in 1980. Being
strategically positioned in Washington, its researchers supplied ana-
lyses and background information to members of Congress (report-
edly often within one day of the introduction of legislation). The
Foundation laid much of the groundwork for the Reagan administra-
tion’s policies opposing the United Nations and favouring busi-
ness.105

Under the leadership of its vice-president, Burton Yale Pines, the
Heritage Foundation commissioned studies of the United Nations fo-
cused on the question, ‘‘If the UN did not exist, would the situation in
each area be worse or better or unchanged.’’106 The world would be
no worse off, Pines concluded on the basis of the studies.

The Heritage Foundation’s publications, The Backgrounder and
Policy Review, provided the basis of its public relations and educa-
tion effort. Many of them had provocative titles such as ‘‘Africa Is
Starving and the United Nations Shares the Blame.’’107 They were
widely circulated to editorial writers across the country and appealed
to a mass constituency concerned that taxpayers’ dollars were being
wasted in support of the UN system.

Armed with an ideological outlook and ‘‘pocketbook’’ economics,
the Heritage Foundation proved a formidable anti-UN lobby through-
out the 1980s. Its publications, analyses, and memoranda were widely
distributed on Capitol Hill and frequently cited (positively) by mem-
bers of Congress. A 1983 Backgrounder, ‘‘The United States and the
United Nations: Time for Reappraisal,’’ called universal organiza-
tions like the United Nations and UNESCO of ‘‘very doubtful’’
value to the United States. ‘‘The democratic dictum of one man, one
vote may work within communities or nations,’’ its author suggested,
‘‘but apparently cannot be applied to organizations containing large
numbers of nations which differ dramatically from each other.’’108
Another Backgrounder was highly critical of UN reforms and called
for continued withholding of US funding.109 Another dealt with the
legal case for cutting US funding to the United Nations.110

In 1989, two Heritage Foundation publications dealt with UN re-
form. Their titles did not evidence the same UN-bashing approach
of earlier publications, suggesting that the Foundation had moder-
ated its stance. In fact, during the early 1990s, the Foundation turned
its attention to domestic issues. Neither its annual reports nor its

National policies on the United Nations

448



printed matter make any reference to UN matters. So the major UN
opponent among non-governmental groups has turned to the do-
mestic agenda.

The primary organization countering the anti-UN efforts of the
Heritage Foundation and promoting the United Nations’ value has
been the United Nations Association of the United States (UNA-
USA). UNA is a citizen-based group with 28,000 members organized
in 165 chapters across the country and a 130-member Council of Or-
ganizations. After being largely moribund in the 1970s, it seized the
initiative in several areas, strengthening its public education pro-
grammes, for example, to emphasize how little the United Nations
actually costs the individual American taxpayer (to counter the Heri-
tage Foundation’s charge of how much the United Nations costs).
UNA has held seminars for media editors and disseminated teaching
kits to public schools. It has encouraged multilateral citizen study
groups to develop proposals on specific problem areas for transmis-
sion to US government decision makers. In the later 1980s, the
UNA Policy Studies Program developed links with UNA-Soviet
Union for a multi-year US$1.2 million programme. The organization
has commissioned periodic public opinion surveys by the Roper or-
ganization that have provided more detailed information on atti-
tudes toward the United Nations than other polls.

To address the questions of UN reform, the UNA organized a 23-
member panel of eminent persons (nine Americans, five persons
from other industrialized countries, and nine individuals from third
world countries) to study UN management and decision-making.
The resulting report, A Successor Vision: The United Nations of To-
morrow, is a comprehensive assessment of the United Nations and
proposals to strengthen its capacity.111 There is no evidence, how-
ever, that the study has had much impact on thinking among Amer-
ican policy makers.

UNA-USA, like the Heritage Foundation, has used its Washington
office and staff to educate congressional staff members. It provides
regular information on congressional action affecting multilateral is-
sues and institutions to people in and out of government through its
Washington Weekly Report. Its impact is far harder to measure, but a
former House committee staffer described it as ‘‘symbolically and
practically important.’’112

The ability of the Heritage Foundation, UNA-USA, and other ma-
jor lobbies to turn out informational memoranda in a very short time
and to deliver copies to all members of Congress long before they
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receive anything from the State Department has given them an op-
portunity to shape congressional debates on many UN-related (and
other) issues. The ability of many groups, and most notably AIPAC,
to mobilize local groups for grass-roots lobbying provides an addi-
tional source of influence on the policy process. The importance of
political action committees as a source of funding for election cam-
paigns gives them added leverage. None of the activities of interest
groups, however, guarantees influence.

Non-governmental groups, therefore, remain an important part of
the policy-making process. In the 1980s, they became involved more
than ever before with UN-related issues, blurring the distinction be-
tween domestic and international policy and underscoring the in-
creased importance of multilateral institutions as both instruments
and influencers of policy.

To this point, we have concentrated on analysing domestic factors
shaping US participation in the United Nations and its specialized
agencies. That is not to ignore the importance of developments in
the international arena, but to underscore the special importance
and complexity of those domestic factors in the US case. Before com-
pleting our analysis, we turn briefly to examining some key external
developments and their influence on the US–UN relationship.

Changes in the international system

The predisposition of the United States in the 1990s to provide lead-
ership as well as to sponsor, support, or reject UN reform does not
depend exclusively on domestic factors. Indeed, the United States is
likely to be influenced to a significant degree by general changes in
the international system, just as it was in the 1970s and 1980s. Of all
the external factors affecting US attitudes in the past, the most import-
ant was the changing views of the former Soviet Union. It was the
single state likely to have the most impact on US thinking. Hence,
just as the third world’s anti-United States resolutions and demands
for ‘‘new orders’’ in the 1970s paved the way for US disillusionment
with the United Nations and some of the specialized agencies, the
‘‘new thinking’’ of the Soviet Union about the United Nations pro-
vided the catalyst for the US government to renew its interest in the
United Nations’ role in resolving regional conflicts in the late 1980s.
The Soviet Union’s disintegration in the 1990s has provided the inter-
national vacuum for American leadership to fill.

During the 1950s and 1960s, the US view of Soviet participation in
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the United Nations was coloured by the Soviet Union’s frequent use
of its veto in the Security Council. In the 1970s, the United States was
the defensive, obstructionist power in the eyes of many countries.
The Soviets were, in their thinking, the ‘‘most dynamic and consist-
ent factor influencing the progressive forces in the U.N.’’113

The application of Soviet ‘‘new thinking’’ to the United Nations in
1987 was a complete surprise – ‘‘most intriguing’’ yet ‘‘least under-
stood.’’114 The rhetoric of the past was replaced by a proposal from
Soviet General Secretary Gorbachev for a comprehensive system of
international security – with the United Nations as a core player.
Among his proposals, Gorbachev suggested more extensive use of
UN military observers and UN peace-keeping troops in disengaging
warring factions, more use of UN mediation and good offices, more
attention to international terrorism, a renewal of the Security Coun-
cil mandate through periodic meetings with foreign ministers and
closed door proceedings, and use of the permanent members of the
Security Council as guarantors of regional security.115 In short, as
two American observers noted, ‘‘Gorbachev has presented a far
more comprehensive and positive view of the United Nations than
any of his predecessors.’’116

Beginning in 1987, the Soviet Union, much to the surprise of many
American sceptics, acted on Gorbachev’s ‘‘new thinking.’’ It co-
operated with UN observers in Afghanistan, supported UN peace-
keepers in Iran–Iraq, and sent Soviet observers to Namibia. The
Soviets paid up arrears on the regular budget and gradually paid off
arrearages for the maintenance of peace-keeping forces. The United
Nations General Assembly passed Resolution 42/93 (Comprehensive
System of International Peace and Security) embodying the Soviet
initiatives outlined above, despite some member states’ scepticism
about the change in the Soviet position.

The United States, at both the governmental and non-govern-
mental level, responded favourably to the Soviet initiatives. First,
the United Nations Associations of both the United States and So-
viet Union have held two joint meetings of former policy makers
and scholars. A number of recommendations emerged during the
1989 session, including ones for strengthening the International
Court of Justice role, committing the United States and the USSR to
greater involvement in peace-keeping, considering multilateral naval
peace-keeping, renewing an activist approach by the Secretary-Gen-
eral on regional issues, and calling for the General Assembly to ‘‘do
no harm’’ when it considers contentious issues.117 Second, at the gov-
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ernmental level, on 3 November 1989 the United States and the So-
viet Union agreed to co-sponsor a new resolution on peace, security,
and international cooperation to improve UN effectiveness. The
press release noted,

Perhaps the most important thing about this resolution is not its specific lan-
guage, but what it symbolizes as a new beginning at the United Nations – a
new spirit of constructive cooperation. We hope that it may offer an ex-
ample to other member states that it is possible to set aside the tendentious
polemics that have been too common in the United Nations in the past.118

Gorbachev’s initiatives stimulated US policy makers to cooperate
with the Soviets in the United Nations, particularly on peace and se-
curity issues. The two countries have long shared common ground on
administrative and fiscal matters at the United Nations, and both
pushed for the 1986 reforms.119

But no Soviet change proved as momentous as the speed and thor-
oughness of the dismemberment of the Soviet Union, leaving its suc-
cessor state and its new leader Boris Yeltsin to pull back from inter-
national obligations, even supporting UN–US actions in the Gulf,
against former Soviet ally Saddam Hussein of Iraq. Russia, despite
its seat on the Security Council, is no longer able to have the same
impact on UN politics. Thus, the United States, which during much
of the history of the United Nations was reacting to or against Soviet
actions, is no longer circumscribed by just one country’s policy or
behaviour.

The disintegration of the Soviet Union and the ensuing instability,
including ethnic conflicts in the former Soviet republics as well as
in Yugoslavia, have increased demands for UN peace-keeping and
economic development assistance. Between 1988 and 1993, 18 new
UN peace-keeping operations were launched, eight of them after
1990.120 The heavy demand for UN peace-keeping has also dramatic-
ally increased the financial resources and personnel required to sup-
port operations. Thus, member states continue to be far quicker to
approve new peace-keeping operations than to meet their financial
commitments. Yet this demand comes at a time when domestic prior-
ities are high on the national agenda in the United States, as well as
in other major contributors like Japan and Europe.

Changes in the international system demand that the United States
increase its support for and use of the United Nations and specialized
agencies. Whereas many of the US problems with the United Nations
in the 1970s and early 1980s reflected difficulties adjusting to the com-
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parative decline in American influence in the world, the problem of
the 1990s may well be how to meet the demands for leadership in
the UN system. The importance of multilateral institutions, including
those of the UN system, is increasing, making issues of their effective-
ness and efficiency critical. Institutional reform, which was given im-
petus by the withholding of US assessed contributions in the latter
half of the 1980s, remains high on the agendas of all institutions.

Reform, especially reforms designed to improve effectiveness and
efficiency, will not necessarily come any more easily than it does in
national governments. As Inis Claude has noted, international organ-
izations are not necessarily any better than any other organization,
nor necessarily any more or less successful at producing compliance
and cooperation. Nor is the quality of multilateral decision-making
inherently any better than decision-making in national govern-
ments.121 Reform of the UN system, then, could well be like reform
of the US Department of Defense – frequently studied and highly
recommended, but politically and bureaucratically very difficult to
achieve. Reform of the UN system could also be an important factor
shaping the attitudes toward the United Nations of key US domestic
actors. Yet, our analysis of those actors, their actions, and interac-
tions on UN-related issues over the last 20 years suggests that do-
mestic factors will be critical in shaping the future US–UN relationship.

Conclusion

Certainly, the domestic politics of building and sustaining support for
the United Nations in the United States will be no small challenge, as
our study demonstrates. The constraints of domestic politics – the ad-
ministration’s focus on domestic social/economic issues, a Congress
constrained by the already huge budget deficit and demands for
health care reform as well as economic revitalization, a public gener-
ally supportive of the United Nations but reluctant to support the use
of US troops in risky UN peace-enforcement operations such as So-
malia, Haiti, or Bosnia – mean that the United States is unlikely to
take on responsibilities of UN leadership without the strong support
of other powers in providing people and financial resources. Al-
though changes in the international system and developments in mul-
tilateral institutions will inevitably be influential, domestic factors in
American politics are going to play a major part, as they have in the
past, in shaping US support for or opposition to the United Nations.

Those factors can operate in one of three ways:
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• to enable or enervate US leadership in the United Nations and its
specialized agencies;

• to support policies that sustain participation but not leadership;
• to constrain the United States from participation or circumscribe

that participation in significant ways.
The choices of US policy makers, however, whether to give the
United Nations and particular agencies centrality as instruments of
US policy, whether to accept the constraints multilateralism imposes
as well as its costs, whether to exert leadership, will depend primarily
on the dynamics of American domestic politics and, in particular, on
presidential leadership (or absence of it) and congressional concur-
rence. There are certainly more areas of convergence between the
United Nations and the United States than there have been in a
long time. However, there are still important divergences. In the
face of scarce resources and complex challenges, both domestically
and internationally, the post–Cold War euphoria for the United
Nations has been tempered by post–Cold War realism.
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Foreign policy and the United
Nations: National interest in
the era of global politics

John E. Trent

Introduction

First and foremost, the United Nations is a creature of the nation-
state system. Created in 1945 in the aftermath of World War II, the
policies, actions, and patterns of change in the United Nations must
be approved by, and be in step with, the foreign policies of member
states, particularly the more powerful. Second, the United Nations, to
a large degree, is a mirror of the principles and the evolving power
structures of the post-war world, albeit informed by the cumulative
experience of international organizations over the past century.
These factors are likely to be at the core of any efforts to transform
the organization. So too is the fact that the United Nations is gov-
erned by a Charter that can be changed only with the agreement of
governments. These conditions are part of the baggage the United
Nations carries as an institution and are at the root of this series of
essays on national foreign policies towards the United Nations, the
first comparative study to be undertaken in 40 years.1

This chapter draws on the eight national studies in order to identify
certain similarities and differences about the United Nations in the
foreign policies of selected states that represent several regions,
stages of development, and levels of power within the international
system. Our synthesis has as its first objective to study the expecta-
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tions states have of the United Nations and the functions it fulfils for
their foreign policies; second, to understand who makes decisions
about the United Nations and who and what they represent; and
third, to explain the general nature of foreign policies towards the
United Nations. Are decision makers more or less free agents or are
they to a greater degree prisoners of their national cultures, or their
institutions, or their country’s position in the international system?
Do they reflect the ideas of governing élites or of a broad consensus
in the country and its public opinion? Finally, we want to see what
these expectations, functions, and decision-making processes tell us
about the process of reform in the United Nations and the potential
for major transformation of the organization.

Our major findings can be summarized within four themes. To the
degree that the eight cases are representative, we can make the fol-
lowing generalizations. First, relations with the United Nations, as
founded on the foreign policies of member states, rest firmly within
the state-centric model of international relations, aimed at the maxim-
ization of national interests. Second, there is, nevertheless, a gradual
movement toward a global system in which states as members of the
international community seek rules of common governance even
while they advance national interests. In effect, the United Nations
hovers between traditional state-centric demands and global system
requirements. Third, to the degree that there are differences in for-
eign policy orientations towards the United Nations, they are chiefly
explained by variations in the international power positions of states.
Fourth, because of national interests, changes in the United Nations
system are likely to be limited to modest, ad hoc, and incremental
reforms within the logic of the present system.

Not everyone will enjoy these conclusions. Obviously some indi-
viduals, organizations, and perhaps even a few governments think in
terms of a fundamental strengthening of the United Nations system.
But this is not the dominant objective of state policies. The message
of this chapter is that those who wish to transform the United Nations
must ultimately take into consideration the realities of national inter-
ests and foreign policy methods and objectives of member govern-
ments. Essentially, reformers must seek to change the perception of
self-interest.

In looking at the foreign policies of member states, we should none
the less keep the broader context of the United Nations in mind. Only
the United Nations, because of its universal, permanent, and general-
ized characteristics, is a serious forum for world diplomacy as well as
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an instrument for peaceful settlement, arms control, human rights,
development, and environment cooperation. The end of the East–
West conflict has made all these functions even more relevant.

Nevertheless, there is great diversity of opinion about the United
Nations, including a kind of ‘‘debilitating negativism,’’ fed in part by
media that want to report only ‘‘the hot issues and our mistakes,’’ as a
recent Secretary-General candidly admitted.2 For this reason and be-
cause one never knows what changes alternative national élites will
bring, it is wise to have a broad historical perspective on the United
Nations. In the first chapter, Chadwick Alger points not only to the
organization’s universality but also to its capacity for dealing with
global problems through its functional agencies, its presence in 134
cities, the gradual development of procedures for multilateral de-
cision-making and peace-keeping, the linking of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and scholars to international management,
and the impetus to the formation of global values. Alger correctly
suggests that these trends, seen over the long run, have been gradu-
ally preparing the United Nations for world governance, a growing
need in a period when more and more states are less and less capa-
ble of fulfilling their sovereign functions. All of these trends toward
the global system should not be lost to view as we use a state-centric
analysis to examine the interface between the United Nations’ legiti-
macy and the sovereignty of member states.

During its first 50 years the United Nations has always been a
vehicle for both idealism and realism. Early on, many had unbounded
hopes for the new world organization and the principles expounded
in its Charter and the Declaration of Human Rights. As we see in
the Nigerian example, moreover, idealism was not restricted to naive
public opinion:

In the early 1960s the United Nations was seen and portrayed in Nigerian
official circles as an assembly of individual sovereign states, interacting
freely and harmoniously on the basis of equality and frankness with one
another. The view of the raison d’être of the United Nations system was
romantic. Its supreme goal was taken to be the attainment of peace and
progress for all humankind. The United Nations and its agencies would be
a forum where African problems and aspirations would be ‘‘considered on
the basis of justice divorced from selfish considerations.’’ (p. 330 above)

None the less, those who had created the United Nations knew
very well the intense struggles for positioning and power that sur-
rounded the founding conference in San Francisco in 1945. These
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struggles were of realpolitik as well as of belief. The United Nations,
to be useful, must reflect world reality, it was said. The United Na-
tions never was the ‘‘We the peoples . . .’’ that the Charter pro-
claims; it was more to be ‘‘we the governments’’ of the states that
purport to speak for the peoples. These struggles have not ceased to
this day and form part of the backdrop for the ‘‘reform’’ and revital-
ization of the world body that have gone on, especially since the end
of the Cold War. As Gene Lyons asks at the end of his essay in chap-
ter 2: what do the national studies that comprise the main part of this
volume tell us about the future of the United Nations? Let me turn to
that question.

Foreign policies toward the United Nations

Expectations: National interest and the United Nations

Our primary conclusion is that the United Nations is still predom-
inantly a locale for power politics as dictated by perceptions of na-
tional interest by member states, with some movement toward the
transformation of the organization into an independent institution in
global politics. Needless to say, power politics and national interests
may also motivate states, on occasion, to work together for common
purposes. But, for most states, most of the time, the United Nations is
primarily an instrument of foreign policy to protect interests, enhance
influence, or achieve specific goals. Few states (if any) have a coher-
ent United Nations policy in which the United Nations is seen as an
object unto itself. Even middle powers support the United Nations
because it is in their interest to do so. Nor is the United Nations
the most important locale for the real exercise of power, especially
by major states. Other milieux such as G7 summits, the European
Union, military alliances, other regional and ethnic groupings, and
the Bretton Woods institutions (part of the United Nations system)
are seen as more important.

In the United Nations, as so often in international politics, the con-
tradictions between appearances and reality are striking. For exam-
ple:

First, there was a contradiction between Nigerian leaders’ image of the UN
system and the real nature and structure of the organization. Second, there
was a gap between the lofty goals that the Nigerian leaders expected the
United Nations to have and the real goals toward which the concrete and
objective interests of the United Nations’ member states impelled the orga-
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nization. Third, there was a conflict between the official statement of Niger-
ia’s role at the United Nations and what Nigeria’s concrete interests dictated
as the country’s actual role at the United Nations. (p. 333 above)

All our case-studies note the difference between rhetoric and real-
ity as states pursue their own goals within the UN system. These
goals may be pursued either alone or in the company of other ‘‘like-
minded’’ states.

National interest is pursued through caucusing groups as well as by
individual states
UN politics are heavily influenced by a mixture of relatively perman-
ent caucuses and relatively impermanent issue- and topic-specific
coalitions.3 In fact, much of the politics within the United Nations
appears to be a function of mutual-interest blocs, whether this be as
a continuing process or as temporary issue-specific coalitions and
whether this be within special caucuses and groupings or with regard
to particular policies. The landscape of the case-studies in this volume
is littered with such groupings. In earlier days we had the East and
West (Warsaw Pact vs. NATO) and the ‘‘non-aligned’’ Group of 77,
African states, OPEC, and the Arab League (to name but a few).
More recently these groupings include new associations alongside
the North–South divide, major contributors, the Geneva Group, the
permanent member caucus in the Security Council, and ‘‘daily con-
sultations’’ of the European Union countries during the General As-
sembly. Let us take but two observations from our authors.4

The [Algerian National Liberation] Front was able to become familiar with
the practices of world politics, . . . including . . . alliances[,] . . . contacts and
network of relations. (p. 94)

As Nigerian leaders became aware that politics within the United Nations,
like all others, is bloc politics, there grew an appreciation of the importance
of belonging to a caucusing group or groups within the United Nations. (pp.
334–5)

Yet, even within caucuses, the very heavily ‘‘pro-United Nations’’
small and middle states, no less than major powers, clearly act, in
great part, in their own interest. They have been aware that they
gain most from a system of effectively operating multilateral diplo-
macy. As Joe Clark, Canadian Secretary of State for External Af-
fairs, said to the General Assembly in 1984: ‘‘Smaller and middle
powers . . . need effective global institutions to make each of our
voices heard in the world.’’
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Yet, despite the influence of bloc or regional politics within the
United Nations, the real expressions of self-interest come to the sur-
face through national positions, particularly when specific national
policies run contrary to dominant trends in the United Nations over
an extended period of time. In our case-studies, the realism of na-
tional interest is most clearly expressed by France and the United
States, both of which consider the United Nations to be one tool of
national foreign policy among others. France calculates its UN policy
from a rational perspective that sees the United Nations as an instru-
ment with which to balance potential threats and opportunities. In
the past, such threats included its colonial position and nuclear tests
or, more generally, the possibility of being isolated or being placed in
a minority situation. Advantages include the power that comes from
its prestige and moral position at the United Nations and the fact that
its permanent Security Council seat means it is continuously con-
sulted and is thus at the centre of international politics. All in all,
the United Nations is relatively inexpensive for France, provides
high status, and rarely threatens its vital interests. So it pays to bal-
ance UN cooperation with national goals.

If anything, the portrayal of United States interests is even more
explicit. As Karns and Mingst suggest: ‘‘Until the early 1970s most
of the scholarship on the US–UN relationship concerned the United
States’ use of the United Nations as an instrument of its foreign
policy . . . The perceived utility of the United Nations and its special-
ized agencies has been strongly shaped by the ability of American
representatives to influence procedures and outcomes’’ (pp. 413–14
above). The United Nations is useful in so far as it is an instrument
of US policies or a tool for the maintenance of ‘‘regimes’’ (that is,
normative international structures of acceptable behaviour) that are
beneficial for the attainment of American goals. American foreign
policy makers do not believe the organization can serve as a primary
focal point for US policy. In the pre-1970 period, the United Nations
was seen as a limited instrument for diplomatic communication with,
and embarrassment of, the Soviet Union, as well as for enforcing the
peace and facilitating humanitarian projects. The seeds of its decline
in US eyes were sown by the growth of third world majorities and the
ensuing loss in American ability to control outcomes in programmes
and activities.

The US Congress wants returns on American contributions and
Americans are opposed to what they claim is the ‘‘politicization’’ of
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the United Nations, its tendencies toward international economic re-
gulation, state-oriented development, increasing budgets, and adminis-
trative inefficiency. It remains to be seen whether the more recent
UN mobilization for peace and security after the Cold War will
change American perceptions of the utility of the United Nations in
pursuit of US foreign policy goals. While the 1990 Gulf crisis may
have been ‘‘a turning point . . . for American leadership and commit-
ment to the United Nations’’ and the Clinton administration that
took office in 1993 was ‘‘initially . . . very supportive,’’ it is still true
that ‘‘US Presidents have often found their foreign policy leadership
dependent upon congressional support’’ (pp. 423–4). In his Septem-
ber 1993 address to the United Nations, President Clinton was ob-
liged to admit that his intention of paying all arrears had floundered
on the shoals of congressional ‘‘budget-cutting fervor.’’ Karns and
Mingst report that a severe budget deficit and events in Somalia,
Haiti, and Bosnia fuelled scepticism about the United Nations in
Congress, so that there was still ‘‘concern over the effectiveness,
mounting cost, and complexity of UN peace-keeping operations
[and] the US share of these costs, as well as waste and corruption in
the organization’’ (p. 431).

There are also cases where national interest plays a double role in
both moving member states to favour the United Nations but forcing
them to withdraw support when opposed by the UN majority. A
classic case is that of the Netherlands, which, generally supportive,
found itself drawing back from the United Nations during the Indo-
nesian affair and, later, over the cost of peace-keeping contributions.
Canada, too, when it had pretentions of being a ‘‘principal power,’’
tended to turn its back on the United Nations during the 1970s.

Interests change over time
National interests with regard to the United Nations do not necessa-
rily hold steady over time. Positions may change either because of an
evolution in the state or its élite or because of a modification in the
international political system or the dominant coalition at the United
Nations. The United Nations itself has gone through a number of
‘‘dominant agendas,’’ including post-war idealism, US domination,
decolonization, East–West rivalry, non-alignment, and readjustment.
In response, the Americans moved from general support for the
United Nations prior to 1970 to almost open hostility in the 1980s.5
Ogata refers to the three periods of Japanese relations with the
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United Nations going from the pre-eminence of regional concerns,
through ‘‘resource distribution diplomacy,’’ to the current role of
institution-building (pp. 232–3).

France had at least two distinctive foreign policy stances until re-
cently: one emphasizing cohesion with its allies, and a second exem-
plified by the policy of Charles de Gaulle. General de Gaulle was set
on establishing Algeria’s independence without foreign interference,
maintaining French support behind his Algerian policy, and building
France’s independent nuclear deterrent. For all these goals he consid-
ered the United Nations worse than a meddling nuisance. Now,
claims Smouts, ‘‘France has returned to the fold’’ (p. 223). Admitting
that historical divisions are arbitrary, Cheikh, writing on Algerian
policy, nevertheless feels that benchmarks are useful, although he is
sanguine about the current effect of fundamentalism on traditional
trends.

Two main periods can be emphasized: one covers the armed struggle for
national liberation in which the foundations of Algerian foreign policy
were built; and the second is the period of independence in which policies,
grounded in these foundations, evolved in terms of the needs of national
construction and the shifts in international developments. (p. 91)

The effect of national interests
The continued use of power diplomacy has a profound influence on
the nature of the United Nations. States are determined to use their
power resources to achieve their exclusive ends. The North, for ex-
ample, seeks control through its financial leverage and the South
through its numbers, especially in the General Assembly. Algeria,
among other states, attacked the ‘‘oligarchic character’’ of the
United Nations, including the right of veto in the Security Council
and the ‘‘weighted voting in the financial institutions of the UN sys-
tem, which ensures that the principal contributors will monopolize
the decision-making system’’ (p. 113). Within developed countries,
moreover, finance ministries dominate decision-making on economic
issues and thus tilt policies in conservative directions. This process is
described by Ogata:

The Finance Ministry attempts to maintain exclusive control over IMF and
World Bank matters, sharing the management of monetary affairs with the
Bank of Japan. The involvement of the Foreign Ministry in matters concern-
ing the Bretton Woods institutions remains minimal. (p. 26)

In recent years, the clout of the financial power of the wealthy con-
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tributors has been extended into the United Nations itself through
the new consensus (read veto) budget process and the use of extra-
budgetary funds, which place whole sections of United Nations activ-
ity at the discretion of the wealthy donors. The Geneva Group also
enables the major financial contributors to coordinate their policies.
The most thorough exposition of the Geneva Group is in the chapter
by Groom and Taylor. The Group was founded in the 1960s to ‘‘re-
view informally’’ the budgets and programmes of the specialized
agencies of the United Nations based in Geneva (WHO, ILO, ITU,
WMO). The Geneva Group, chaired by the United Kingdom and
the United States, in the 1980s had as its major members Australia,
Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands,
and Spain, which, collectively, account for about two-thirds of the
budgets. While it can be said that the Group has tried to instil a
sense of priorities and efficiency, it is also true that, with no legal sta-
tus and operating quietly behind the scenes with permanent staff from
the missions in the various United Nations centres, the Group has
been able to enforce the British–American policy of zero budget
growth (which meant a real budget decline) for the United Nations
since the 1980s.

On the other side of the ledger are the efforts of such third world
countries as Algeria to ‘‘reform the international order’’ through
what Cheikh has dubbed ‘‘the dialectic of numbers and power.’’ As
he points out, numerical importance gave the ‘‘non-aligned’’ a coun-
terbalance to established countries by passing resolutions in favour of
respecting sovereignty over natural resources, the right of national-
ization, reform of the international monetary system, development
assistance, and control over commodity pricing. In their desire to
counteract the veto, consensus decision-making, weighted voting,
and closed groups, the non-aligned states pursued the goal of trans-
forming international relations ‘‘in the direction of democracy and
the equality of all states’’ (p. 113). Yet these goals could be achieved
only through legally binding application of majority rule in the Gen-
eral Assembly, based on the principles of universalization and ‘‘one
state, one vote’’. In reality, Assembly resolutions are no more than
recommendations, however they may signal majority positions.

On the surface, the idea of majority rule seems unassailable, but it
again appears to be the rhetorical use of one-sided principles to re-
inforce a power position, just as the Western states do when they ap-
peal to notions of equity and efficiency in order ‘‘to make money
talk.’’ The simple fact of being a state says little about political real-
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ity, that is, about the size of population; the representivity of the gov-
ernment; territorial, economic, and technical capacity; and the ability
to fulfil obligations. It is hard to imagine a political system that does
not reflect a balance of power as well as the majority. At root, what
we are witnessing in the United Nations is but another of the eternal
struggles, already acted out in the world’s federations and democra-
cies, between the principles of territorial representation and repres-
entation by population and between the principles of élite and mass
representation.

Functions performed by the United Nations for member states
A corollary conclusion is that the functions that the United Nations is
seen to fulfil are largely those that are perceived to serve evolving
national interests. Even systemic functions are those of the tradi-
tional state system.

The functions considered worthwhile by UN members are those
that respond to their needs rather than to the requirements of system
maintenance or support of global regimes. In order to gain a clearer
vision of the expectations member states have of the United Nations,
we can categorize them under the three headings of influence, diplo-
matic, and systemic functions.

The influence functions are determined as much by mutual-interest
blocs (more or less regional groupings) as by the specifics of the par-
ticular state. As we have seen, the rich, Northern states want to be
able to influence the United Nations to provide a stable, interna-
tional system based on ‘‘civilized’’ standards of international beha-
viour and delivered by an efficient organization in which ‘‘he who
pays the piper calls the tune.’’ Stability, in their terms, is to be found
within normatively based regimes (e.g. economic, legal, security, and
human rights) through which rule enforcement and dispute settle-
ment are managed by UN agencies. Efficiency means value-for-
money, cost-effective, coherent programmes in which priorities are
matched to existing resources in an open, unpoliticized process. The
‘‘pipers’’ are the major contributors, who should have effective con-
trol over budgets through their ‘‘consensus-vetoes,’’ voluntary fund-
ing programmes, and zero-growth budgeting.

For their part, small and medium powers, including some from the
third world, see the United Nations in part as a means of extending
their influence by gaining voice through a multilateral institution
that, because of the theoretical equality of its members, at least
has the effect of equalizing diplomatic capacity. Different terms are
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used – independence, prestige, status, internationalization of con-
flicts, or mobilization of pressures – but all lead to the same expecta-
tion: extension of national capacity.

Owing to a lack of resources in personnel, experience, and finance,
relatively new states from the developing regions look to the United
Nations as the single locale in which they can exercise their influence
as well as protect and extend their interests through the strength of
their numbers. Traditionally the United Nations was an instrument
in the emancipation of peoples from their post-colonial dependence.
Increasingly it has become the principal forum in which they can
bring their weight to bear to re-equilibrate North–South relations
and get Southern issues back onto the international agenda.

Scattered throughout our studies there are also references to more
specifically national expectations of UN functions. Some countries
like the United Kingdom and France see their privileged position in
the United Nations as a bulwark against the decline of their power,
while others like Japan and Germany expect due recognition of their
increased contributions. States also see the United Nations as provid-
ing collective legitimation for their national interests. Japan, in addi-
tion, looks to the United Nations to supplement its capacities for de-
fence through mutual security. Canada imagines the United Nations
as a forum for middle powers in which states can have influence ac-
cording to their capacity to contribute to UN functions. Almost all
middle powers look to the United Nations for collective regulation
of the largest powers. French diplomacy welcomed an enhancement
of UN intervention in the 1990s because ‘‘an active and efficient
United Nations in which it could play an acknowledged role is consis-
tent with France’s interests. Multilateralism maximizes its assets’’
(p. 19). Nigeria and Algeria use the United Nations not only to demon-
strate independence and gain prestige but also as an amplifier that
can add the weight of international mediation and mobilization to
African causes. Bulwark against power decline, re-equilibrator of
power imbalances, amplifier of the weak, and controller of the
strong, the United Nations must attempt to be all things to all states
– as well as responding to demands for real policy output for the peo-
ple in an increasingly interdependent world.

Perhaps most typical are the diplomatic functions the United Na-
tions is expected to perform. Smouts summarized them well as ‘‘in-
formation, collective legitimation, regulation’’ (p. 191). But states
also see the United Nations as a diplomatic forum for continuous
consultation and communication, minimal coordination of collective
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action, arrangement of alliances, contacts, and networks, and the mul-
tilateral exchange of ideas. Smouts also puts her finger on the utility
of the United Nations as a sort of ‘‘diplomatic barometer’’ or ‘‘opin-
ion poll at the world level’’ (p. 188).

The third category of functions, which we have dubbed ‘‘systemic,’’
revolves around the United Nations’ two main characteristics, its uni-
versalism and its responsibilities for international security. Its univer-
sal membership permits the United Nations to serve as a promoter of
socio-economic cooperation and regulation, multilateral aid, human
rights, and a North–South forum. Second, as the world’s chief institu-
tion for peace and security, the United Nations, especially since the
end of the Cold War, is expected not only to promote norms of
peaceful conduct and to step into the breach with conflict resolution,
but also increasingly to take action for peace-making; it is clear from
our authors that preventive diplomacy is back.

The return of cooperative action among the five permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council has increased expectations of the United
Nations. At one level it is expected to promote arms control, disarma-
ment, and nuclear non-proliferation. At another, it should strengthen
fact-finding under the Secretary-General as well as give him a new
capacity to act early with a UN presence to prevent aggravation of
conflicts before ‘‘they are brought to the Security Council’s atten-
tion.’’ However, whereas some countries like Japan are very keen
for the United Nations to provide an additional ‘‘security net,’’
others are still sceptical about an enhanced role for the Secretary-
General. As Lyons points out, ‘‘Major governments undoubtedly did
not want the Secretary-General to get out ahead of them’’ (p. 63).

The thread that runs through most of these functions is that they
are still very much at the level of the inter-state (rather than the
‘‘global’’) system. Only very seldom do we find the United Nations
called upon to achieve the Netherlands’ traditional goal of ‘‘peace
everywhere and unrestricted commerce’’ or Japan’s desire for en-
hanced ‘‘global management.’’ Much more frequent are the specific
reminders that the United Nations must not threaten the national in-
terests or positions of its members. The functions it is to perform are
those that are intended to improve the power positions and the diplo-
matic and commercial capacities of states.

The United Nations is one international organization among others
As far as other international functions are concerned, most states
look to other multilateral forums. French leaders appear to be clear-
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est about seeing the United Nations as only one locus of diplomacy
among many. Real power diplomacy takes place elsewhere – in the
G7, the European Union, NATO, the Conference on Security and
Cooperation in Europe, the Bretton Woods institutions, and various
other conferences and summits. When new international problems
arise, French political leaders do not turn first to the United Nations
if they want swift, dramatic action.

They are not alone. In Algeria’s case, it looks at least as much to-
ward institutions of African unity, the Arab brotherhood, and the
Maghreb. Canada is active in the francophonie, the Commonwealth,
G7, NATO, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD), and the Organization of American States, as well
as at the United Nations. Japan will go where it is accorded prestige.
The United Kingdom sees its role in the United Nations as one hub
of a series of overlapping circles including relations with the United
States, the Commonwealth, and the European Union.

Thus, diplomacy at the United Nations is in constant competition
for saliency and resources with other global institutions and regional
agendas, some of which impinge on the United Nations. The building
of the European Union is but one example. France reports that EU
consultation consumes much of its mission’s time at the United Na-
tions. Dutch foreign policy at the United Nations has been gradually
incorporated with that of the European Union: ‘‘the 12 member
states of the European Union have, since the 1970s, shown a ten-
dency, in the context of European Political Cooperation, toward reg-
ular consultations in New York, Geneva, and Brussels, in an effort to
harmonize their policies in the United Nations’’ (pp. 273–4). Even
though the United Kingdom and France have in the past opted to
keep their position as permanent members of the Security Council
outside European Political Cooperation, under the 1993 Maastricht
Treaty, with its common foreign and security policy, they are obliged
to inform and consult the other members about the Security Council
activities.

This is but one example of a very important issue for the future of
the United Nations. Over the years, small and medium powers have
often been the backbone of efforts to make positive commitments to
the development of the world body. To the degree that middle
powers, say, like Canada and the Netherlands, are drawn into new
regional arrangements, and to the degree that these new arrange-
ments represent nascent ‘‘superpowers,’’ who then will work for
development and conciliation within the United Nations?
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Towards globalism

A qualification to our basic conclusion is that there are indeed indic-
ators at the state level that there is some movement from the state
system to the global system with regard to the United Nations. There
are also some signs of feedback into state foreign policies from the
United Nations as a semi-autonomous actor. Amongst our cases this
is best exemplified by Japan, the Netherlands, and Canada, although
most states recognize that, of necessity, they must balance the re-
quirements of national interest against the needs of UN cooperation.

The United Nations is, at one and the same time, an embryo of an organized
community and an instrument of foreign policy for its members. France, like
all states, tries to maintain a balance between the needs of international co-
operation and the free determination of its own goals. (p. 19)

There is even some indication of a similar trend in the case of the
United States:

Changes in the international system demand that the United States increase
its support for and use of the United Nations and specialized agencies. (p.
452)

Japan, because of its historical situation, lacking national resources
and having foresaken a national defence force, is perhaps the proto-
type of a post-Westphalian state of the twenty-first century. Thus Jap-
anese leaders want an effective United Nations to move toward inter-
national security and global management. But, as Ogata points out,
Japan’s policy makers have traditionally still understood interna-
tional relations in the restricted sense of inter-state affairs. The ambi-
guity of their position can be seen in two examples. It took them a
decade to accept a role in UN human rights and humanitarian activ-
ities and another to accept participation in peace-keeping. Interna-
tional demands for demonstrable Japanese contributions led to a
new law in 1992 entitled ‘‘Cooperation for the United Nations
Peace-keeping Operations and Other Operations.’’ Ogata concludes
that Japanese public opinion will follow its government’s positive pol-
icy toward the United Nations, ‘‘[s]o long as there is no conflict with
Japan’s vital interests, or sudden exposure of widespread wrong-
doing’’ (p. 257). Furthermore, Japan is quietly determined to have
its financial contributions to the United Nations recognized through
a seat as a permanent member of the Security Council, an ambition
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that has gained much support. For this reason, ‘‘Japan is expected to
make the most of the changing tide by actively contributing to a wide
range of UN activities’’ (p. 266).

The Netherlands too, because of its small land base, its dense popu-
lation, and its situation at the mouth of the Rhine and surrounded
by larger neighbours, has always favoured international law and
stable trade relations. But it also is torn by the dilemma of having to
temper considerations of national interest with its wish to strengthen
the rule of law. Nevertheless, for three decades the Netherlands has
had an action-based UN policy with specific goals including develop-
ment aid, population policy, human rights, peace-keeping, fact-find-
ing, and environmental protection. Its ‘‘not grandiose’’ but ‘‘practical
and effective’’ efforts paid off, after decades of East–West stalemate,
with the 1991 Declaration on Fact-Finding, and now the Netherlands
has become one of the first states to earmark both budget and per-
sonnel for peace-keeping.

Canada too, despite its relative wealth and status, has generally
eschewed the power path to influence because of its huge territory,
small population, and long common border with the United States.
Rather, like Japan and the Netherlands it counts on the United Na-
tions (and other multilateral institutions) to enhance peace and secur-
ity, promote stable international relations, and improve the world en-
vironment and humanitarian conditions. Each of these countries, and
others, refer repeatedly to their desire to make ‘‘effective contribu-
tions’’ to the development of the United Nations system. Perhaps we
see here the embryonic conditions for a global system based on the
inadequacies of individual states to ensure, by and of themselves, a
satisfactory international milieu.

The evolution of national policies such as these has been matched
by ever more activities and an increasing recognition of the United
Nations in national foreign policies. The signs are subtle but real.
Take the example of France. Smouts notes that the United Nations,
as a universal and quasi-parliamentary organization, has introduced a
new dimension into international relations ‘‘whose effects are difficult
to measure and continue to surprise’’ (p. 186). Continuously con-
fronted by the totality of states in uninterrupted debate, in the past
France found itself obliged to backtrack on certain policies such as
nuclear testing and its refusal to support sanctions against South Af-
rican apartheid. Now, because of the United Nations’ increased activ-
ism and relevance as an instrument of peace and international co-
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operation, ‘‘France acts as if the United Nations might be becoming
the guarantor of the new international system under the leadership of
a few reliable and mighty states’’ (p. 199).

The United States has taught states they can now rarely act alone.
In and outside the world body there is a continuous searching out of
alliances and issue-relevant coalitions. But the influence of the
United Nations has not been felt by governments alone. The feed-
back from the United Nations also operates on and through national
political systems. Smouts, for example, reports that, when specific pol-
icies come under attack,

When doubt begins to creep in, . . . when domestic opinion begins to with-
draw support, when national feelings become divided, then the pressures
exerted through the United Nations add to internal constraints and, at a
given moment, make the price of maintaining the status quo prohibitive.
(p. 189)

The United Nations, as Smouts maintains, is where France is con-
sulted on a permanent basis, where it maximizes its foreign policy as-
sets. The United Nations acts as a significant instrument of socializa-
tion and links national prestige to its successes or failures, to the
point of reversing foreign policy processes.

French policies at the United Nations respond to changes in the inter-
national system as reflected in the organization and very rarely to consid-
erations from the domestic order. (p. 200)

The dilemma of the United Nations in the 1990s is that it is caught
between two world systems, two configurations of world power rela-
tions – one in the winter of its decline, the other in gestation. Both
systems are composed of states, a global problématique, and a nas-
cent world social community. The state system is based on state sov-
ereignty, Western principles, and a hierarchy of powers. Even so,
increasing interaction among states and regions obliged the interna-
tional community to develop the United Nations’ functional agencies
and to take such early ‘‘global’’ initiatives as the international confer-
ences on population, environment, and law of the sea starting as early
as the 1960s.

The coming global system, in Robert Cox’s prognosis, will be:
• post-hegemonic: in that the Western ethos will have to give way to

universalization of thinking and values;
• post-Westphalian: in that it will go beyond the conventional con-

trol of sovereign states and will consider sovereignty a relative con-
cept;
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• post-globalization: in that the currently dominant movement to-
ward liberal economic globalization, with its consequences in grow-
ing social inequities and polarization, will be countered by de-
mands for the re-embedding of economic processes within the
framework of the norms and aspirations of an emerging global so-
ciety.6
The United Nations has to represent and be a forum for not only

state interests and diplomacy in the established system but also the
future, more universal system beyond national boundaries where su-
pranational decision-making can cope with worldwide problems,
values, and politics. The dilemma of the United Nations in the 1990s
is that it must respond to both systems. The United Nations appears
stuck between Westphalia and globalism.

Orientations toward the United Nations: Sources of member
state policies and actions

Our third conclusion is that participation of most member states in
the United Nations is handled by the executive branch, normally
with an undercurrent of rather indifferent, non-partisan support
from the legislative sector.

More concretely, decision-making with regard to the United Na-
tions is normally managed by the Foreign Ministry with direction
and/or support from the political élite, which for the most part is influ-
enced by increasingly active non-governmental organizations (NGOs,
voluntary and interest groups) and followed by poorly informed pub-
lic opinion.

Exceptions to these general patterns would be exemplified by the
United Kingdom, which has a more partisan division with regard to
orientations on relations toward the United Nations, and the United
States, where these relations are more dependent on domestic polit-
ical conditions and the national legislature. In third world countries
the executive branch would appear to have the freest hand in dom-
inating relations with the United Nations.

It should be noted that this general conclusion deals especially with
the UN Secretariat because much of the work of the United Nations’
functional agencies (the UN ‘‘system’’) can escape the ambit of for-
eign ministries.

Decision-making
A major finding on foreign policy-making from our case-studies is the
degree of similarity in the way governments from different countries
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manage their relations with the United Nations. The following de-
scription (based on the Japanese example), with minor adjustments,
could fit most of the countries studied (with the important exception
of the United States).

In Japan, the United Nations Bureau of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs assumes primary responsibility over all policy-making and co-
ordination. It acts at three levels: coordinating within the ministry,
coordinating with other functional ministries, and consulting with
outside groups. Policy is carried out under the direction of executive
political leadership, which usually mobilizes only around high-profile
issues. It generally enjoys consensus legislative support, which, again,
is usually mobilized around specific agencies or policies, especially
peace and security issues. The UN Bureau’s main difficulties come
from ministries that are protecting the turf of their functional respon-
sibilities. The Bureau has overall responsibilities for agencies and
missions (New York, Geneva, Vienna), including financial manage-
ment, staffing, politics, and staff secondments from functional minis-
tries. The main exception is with regard to the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund where control either rests with or is
shared with the Ministry of Finance. Finally, it is the UN Bureau
that deals with outside groups and parliamentarians to gain support
and cope with demands.

In brief, decision-making on the United Nations comes from pro-
fessional diplomats in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (‘‘UN hands’’)
directed and supported by the executive and other political élites, in-
fluenced by knowledgeable interest groups, and followed by public
opinion, which is moulded by the political leadership as well as by
communications from the United Nations.

The Prime Minister and the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs
set the tone and the UN Bureau coordinates and advises, based on
their authority which derives from expertise, collective memory of
precedents, and the mixture of complexity and irrelevance that the
United Nations represents. Within this context, relations with the
United Nations tend to fluctuate from centrality to marginality de-
pending on the political leadership at any given time. Except in the
United Kingdom, where the Labour Party has written international
cooperation and support for the United Nations into its constitution,
there are few if any significant alternative élite policies on the United
Nations.

United States relations with the United Nations are much more
politicized, in that they are more subjected to ideology and electoral
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politics, and much less influenced by the foreign service bureaucracy.
They are therefore open to more radical shifts. US relations with the
United Nations were traditionally directed by presidential fiat and
therefore by the personality and the administration in the White
House. A conservatively organized Congress responded to presiden-
tial leadership as well as reflecting its constituents and moved in the
1970s from ‘‘acquiesence to activism.’’ Although the United Nations
is not high on its agenda, the US Congress certainly debates it much
more than do most parliaments. Votes on UN budgets are victims
of fiscal and budgetary intra-congressional political considerations.
Since the 1980s, these have included domestic budget complexities
of ‘‘authorization and appropriation,’’ countless legislative hurdles,
traditional parochialism, a decline in party leadership, growth of con-
gressional staffs, fragmentation of committees, and single-issue poli-
tics – all underlining the individualism of American politics that has
led representatives and senators to press for ‘‘unreal policy goals . . .
for personal and political gain’’ (p. 433). A ‘‘legislative straight-
jacket’’ means limits to executive flexibility in the complex world of
UN affairs. Presidential leadership is no longer automatically fol-
lowed. Such strident politics are hardly muted by the International
Organization Bureau of the State Department, which is considered
to be weak and understaffed, with limited career recognition and a
lack of multilateral training.

Public opinion
Although the United Nations is well and favourably recognized by
the population at large, the public is poorly informed about the
United Nations, which is known mainly through television coverage
of international issues and personalities and UN action programmes.
For instance, people tend to think the United Nations is a much more
autonomous body than it is in fact. While public opinion, as tested in
polls and other forms of surveys, is much more supportive of the
organization than are political élites, people are also relatively indif-
ferent to or even cynical about the United Nations. Some decline in
respect for the United Nations was particularly true of the 1980s,
though it had been regained by the 1990s. Because the United Na-
tions is so complex and distant, the public is ready to leave it to spe-
cialists or follow the lead of élites, as long as there is no perceived
conflict with national interests. In fact, there is little sustained inter-
est outside the bureaucracy. Perhaps the hazy mixture of sentiments
is best captured by Baehr’s portrayal of Dutch UN policy, which ‘‘has
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been characterized by a mixture of engagement, appreciation, disap-
pointment, frustration, and hope’’ (p. 273).

None the less, public opinion is not immutable and tends to re-
spond to changes in the international system and in technology, eco-
nomics, national conditions, and generalized orientations. It is also
clear that opinion shift is a sine qua non for effective policy shift
within states. Thus, for instance, reform of the United Nations has
remained an élite issue not a broad public opinion concern, and
therefore has not been high on national agendas. To stimulate public
appreciation for the United Nations, Ogata proposes that UN activ-
ities (conferences, thematic years and decades, special sessions and
assemblies, etc.) have the most dramatic effect for heightening visibil-
ity and capturing the support of new population sectors and genera-
tions. Public opinion would appear to depend first on government
leadership, secondly on UN leadership, efficacy, and vitality, and
thirdly on national interests. Opinion is consensual and superficial.
The United Nations itself has been partly responsible for this situation.

Distance is compounded by patterns of communication. It is abund-
antly clear that public opinion is strongly influenced by media cover-
age. It was found in Japan, for instance, that while only a fifth of the
people formed their views about the United Nations through formal
education, 87 per cent claimed to be influenced by television. How-
ever, our reports show that the media concentrate only on issues
and personalities, not on structures, functions, or effectiveness. And
the media provide only poorly informed, unsustained, and minimal
coverage of UN activities. The United Nations has not helped as
much as it might have to rectify this state of affairs. The Secretary-
General’s report of 1987 admitted that the ‘‘second tier global con-
stituency of the United Nations has been largely ignored.’’ There
have been calls for the United Nations to make better use of univer-
sities, parliaments, NGOs, and the media as relay points for commu-
nication with the public. A 1989 report of the United Nations’ Joint
Inspection Unit concluded that there is still a need for ‘‘coordination
and coherence, for rationalization and for simplification’’ in the De-
partment of Public Information.

Public opinion in developing countries is even less formulated and
has less impact on policies regarding the United Nations. This conclu-
sion is similar to the findings in international relations in general. Ow-
ing to language problems and lack of education it is generally more
difficult for the public in the third world to know about the United
Nations. But it is also true that there is a circular problem in that we
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have very few opinion surveys in developing countries so that studies
of relationships with the United Nations give hardly any credence to
the possibility of public opinion having direct influence for or against
the United Nations.

In contrast, scholars in the United States, much more than else-
where, have undertaken numerous studies of public opinion and
have found support for the general proposition that mass opinion
tends to acquiesce to leaders and élite people, even if the orienta-
tions are not the same. Thus, relations with the United Nations are
determined by élite attitudes – and this holds true for patterns of
change as well. In part the Reagan administration was able to move
against the United Nations because it was supported (or led) by inter-
est groups, congressional leaders, and the media, which, in turn, had
modified American opinion so that by 1980 only 31 per cent thought
the United Nations was doing a good job. Of course there is rarely
smoke without fire. Opinion also reflected perceptions of the United
Nations’ actual performance at the time. On the other hand, there are
major differences in opinion orientations. Élite people are found to
be relatively more internationalist and accommodationist with re-
gard to US foreign policy in general, but are ill disposed toward
strengthening the United Nations (only about 25 per cent favoured
it in the 1980s). The opposite is true for general opinion on both
scores. Public support for strengthening the United Nations, espe-
cially in areas such as the environment, justice, and dispute settle-
ment, is twice as high as élite support. But the US public seems to
agree with its leaders that power should not be transferred to inter-
national organizations in the fields of trade and the economy.

Non-governmental organizations
Another factor in politicization of international relations is the find-
ing that interest groups and other non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) related to UN activities have increased considerably since
the 1970s in their numbers, variety, and influence in economically de-
veloped countries. For the most part, the NGOs are issue specific,
dealing with ideological orientations and such causes as women,
peace, business, media, and developmental aid. Groups are oriented
in terms of geography, function, or values. There are also ‘‘expert in-
stitutes’’ such as foreign affairs councils or research centres that deal
with the exercise of diplomacy rather than public mobilization. The
issue-specific groups employ lobbying, moral suasion, education, in-
formation, mobilization techniques, and electioneering.
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Except in the United States, where the conservative Heritage
Foundation supported the anti-UN policies of the Reagan administra-
tion during the 1980s, there are no other specifically anti-UN organ-
izations. United Nations Associations (UNAs) lead support for the
United Nations around the world. In Japan, they are aided by large
federations that support such agencies as UNESCO and UNICEF.
All of these groupings use publications, media and staff briefings,
teaching kits, and situation and cost analyses to influence journalists,
politicians, academics, government officials, and the public. Most ana-
lysts suggest that the UNAs had slumbered into an irrelevance of un-
critical cheer-leading by the 1970s but were reprofessionalized by the
end of the 1980s. Nevertheless, Groom and Taylor’s assessment of
the British UNA may speak to their fundamental weakness:

The UNA is worthy and well intentioned, but it tends to fall between two
stools – that of an Establishment-based pressure group on government and
that of a galvanizing mass movement . . . reactive rather than proactive . . .
dependent on its principal target for finance . . . and for access. (p. 405)

There is a growing tendency for issues (other than peace and secur-
ity) to be dominated by interest groups. In the Netherlands, for ex-
ample, it might be Amnesty International, Greenpeace, or the Inter-
Church Peace Council. The number of organizations or associations
in Dutch society dealing with international relations has grown from
24 in 1945 to 200 in 1993, Baehr reports. In Canada, changes in par-
liamentary rules in the 1980s have given interest groups and parlia-
mentarians increased access to foreign policy. In the United States,
single-issue groups and ideologically motivated political action com-
mittees (PACs) ‘‘became involved more then ever before with UN-
related issues, blurring the distinction between domestic and inter-
national policy’’ (p. 450). Although the influence of competing Amer-
ican business groups may have a cross-cutting effect on certain issues,
it has certainly carried corporate America’s basic principle that ‘‘in-
ternational organizations should not develop codes relating to com-
mercial or marketing practice into American foreign policy.’’

Power and the United Nations: Explaining variations in foreign
policies toward the United Nations
How can we understand both the similarities and differences in for-
eign policy positions on the United Nations? To start with, the ex-
planation of our findings can be located in the linkages between the
various conclusions themselves.
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If member states still treat the United Nations as a foreign policy
tool, subject to national interests, it is because the United Nations
not only was created within these limits but also still very much re-
flects the global distribution of power. UN Secretariat members are
still citizens of member states. The diplomats whom they must ulti-
mately obey are representatives delegated by governments. Of
course, it is to be expected that those who have their knowledge, ex-
pertise, and interests wrapped up in the United Nations as it is would
want to maintain its current form. Public opinion, shaped to a large
extent by the national media and education systems that focus on
the nation-state, remains largely ill informed and acquiescent. The
hold of national power and interests is still dominant. Assisi-Asobie
speaks for most states when he concludes that, despite the desire of
the Nigerian government for a strong, effective, and efficiently man-
aged United Nations, ‘‘[i]n the past 30 years, successive Nigerian gov-
ernments have used the United Nations to protect and advance Ni-
geria’s national interests’’ (p. 361).

These power motivations are very profound. Acting as spear-heads
during the past decade, the United States and the United Kingdom
mobilized the Western major contributors to demand administrative
and financial ‘‘reform’’ of the United Nations. Their agenda, how-
ever, was both broader and deeper.

The point should not be missed, however, that the [British] Conservative
governments of the late 1980s and early 1990s have been in favour of zero
growth in budgets not just because of a belief in sound finance. There is also
an ideological element in that there is a determination to halt any further
advance in the scale and power of international organizations. (p. 388)

In the American case, there appears to have been as much concern
about the loss of influence at the United Nations and the move to-
ward programmatic directions of which they disapproved as there
were concerns about budgets and efficiency, which were somewhat
spurious issues. The 1980s and early 1990s, then, were dominated by
a conservative, Western motivation to ensure that the United Nations
serve Western interests, including a stable international environment
with an efficient United Nations that did not become a countervailing
power and did not contravene Western international diplomacy.

To the small degree that foreign policies have been dragged toward
a strengthened United Nations it is because, as Mitrany argued many
years ago, functional ties pulled them in that direction willy-nilly and
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because it suited the national interests of middle powers and develop-
ing countries. The recent major increase in UN activity and support
has been in the field of peace and security, which takes us back to
the organization’s primary raison d’être. Slower accretions of support
for strengthening the United Nations are to be found in such fields as
human rights, welfare, and the environment, as well as technical func-
tions, from health to airlines, that countries cannot handle outside
their borders. Of course, new international organization functions
are simply the flip side of globalism, which itself is the result of new
worldwide capacities in technology, transport, and communication.
For the rest, it is countries such as Japan, the Netherlands, and Can-
ada, whose objective world situations can be enhanced by strong in-
ternational programmes, that lend the most support to the drive for
an effective and stronger United Nations.

If we are to explore differences as well as similarities in orienta-
tions toward the United Nations, there are other explanations that
go back to the roots of theory and practice in international relations
and political science. From the international relations perspective, the
major question, one analysed by Krause, Knight, and Dewitt in
their chapter on Canada, is to try to define and order the variables
that influence a country’s foreign policy toward the United Nations.
Both logically and theoretically these influences could be internal or
external to the particular country.

Our studies rather conclusively demonstrate that the dominant in-
fluences on policies toward the United Nations come from a country’s
position in the international system, its self-defined role within the
system, and the image the United Nations is able to project. While
not insignificant, domestic variables, including the political culture,
leading individuals, and foreign policy élites, act as mediating factors
between the basically determinant international position of a country
and its behaviour toward the United Nations.

Both the structures of the international system and the images pro-
jected of the United Nations’ competence evolve over time. So the
determining factor in basic, long-term policies toward the United Na-
tions is the position of the state within the shifting international con-
stellation, and the self-image a country’s leaders have of this position,
that is to say, the role that a country gives itself.7 By ‘‘position’’ I
mean power position as determined by size and geographic situa-
tion, long-term natural and human resources, and historical experi-
ence as translated into the national political culture, which acts as an
intervening variable.
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Several examples should serve to underscore this conclusion. Japan
is one of the few supporters of the United Nations that wants it to be
not only efficient but stronger. Because of its lack of natural resources
and its constitutional prohibition of offensive military forces, Japan,
while an economic ‘‘giant,’’ is a dependent power that requires an
international security net. Japan’s requirement for a stable global en-
vironment in which its economy can thrive makes it prepared to envi-
sion a greater role in world management for the United Nations. Ja-
pan’s 1992 vote to participate in peace-keeping is an indication of
major domestic shifts in policy. We can see that Japan’s orientation
toward the United Nations is dictated by its economic, geographic,
military, and technological position, as interpreted by its leadership,
within an evolving international system.

The position of the Netherlands (another firm supporter of a strong
United Nations) is very similar. Its basic orientation toward inter-
national organizations is heavily determined by its historical, geo-
graphic, economic, and military positioning as translated into its polit-
ical culture. The country’s traditional dependence on international
trade, symbolized by Johan de Witt’s aphorism, ‘‘peace everywhere
. . . commerce unrestricted,’’ has led the Dutch to integrate in their
constitution the requirement for the national government to pro-
mote the rule of law in international relations. The Netherlands’
unique geographic origins, literally reclaimed from the sea, at the es-
tuary of the Rhine, neighbour to the North Sea’s pollution, and buf-
feted by other countries’ industrial winds, have led it to be a leader in
demands for strong, international environmental norms. The coun-
try’s dependent size and geographic position, and lack of natural re-
sources have pushed it to compensate through technological skills,
education, and human resource development to permit it to compete
in an international milieu that it works hard to make stable and law-
abiding through an effective United Nations.

The United States is at the polar extreme. Its vast resources and
continent-straddling territory have given it a much more voluntarist
orientation toward international organization. Because of its capabil-
ities, the United States is able to envision international organizations
as tools of its foreign policy more than as forums of cooperation.
Time and time again in recent decades it has refused to be drawn
into consensus positions on the Law of the Sea, North–South rela-
tions, population policy, human rights, or the environment. It still be-
lieves it has the power to fashion the world in its image. If interna-
tional organizations do not conform to this image then either the
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organization will change or the United States will retire to the side-
lines.

However, American foreign policy specialists are very ambivalent
when it comes to explaining American behaviour toward the United
Nations. On the one hand, they admit that the crisis of multilateral-
ism in US foreign policy in the 1980s ‘‘mirrored and also contributed
to a crisis of multilateralism in the UN system itself’’ (p. 41) and,
overall, they declare that ‘‘US problems with the United Nations in
the 1970s and early 1980s reflected difficulties adjusting to the compa-
rative decline in American influence in the world’’ (pp. 452–3). De-
spite these assertions, Karns and Mingst conclude that ‘‘domestic fac-
tors are of particular salience in shaping US relationships with the
United Nations’’ (p. 411).

This issue is of considerable importance for our conclusions about
why and how member states influence the United Nations and what
this means for potential changes in the United Nations, especially its
strengthening. Either internal or external factors are determinant in
this relationship. We must keep our eye on the objective of under-
standing the chain of long-term causality. It is, of course, clear that
domestic factors in the United States, as in most countries, can and
will either constrain or support the leadership’s orientation toward
the United Nations. But even in the United States domestic influ-
ences appear to be relatively benign once all the drama of the debate
is completed: ‘‘domestic groups have not been consistently either sup-
portive of or antagonistic toward US relations with IGOs’’ (p. 445).

However, it appears clear that the executive branch itself reacts to
situations that have been building over a long period in the interna-
tional system and the United Nations, albeit in light of the interpreta-
tion of the country’s national interests by the ruling administration.
Certainly this is how one explains the early post-war US support for
the United Nations and the later antipathy of the Reagan administra-
tion. Indeed such a conclusion would also seem to flow from Karns
and Mingst’s prevalent introductory concerns about how the crisis of
multilateralism in the UN system itself fuelled criticism of the world
organization within the United States.

Comparing two countries with some similarities also helps re-
inforce our hypothesis. The United States and France under the Fifth
Republic both have presidential systems, but they operate in differ-
ent political settings. France deals with the United Nations as a diplo-
matic process, whereas the United Nations is much more of a political
issue in the United States. United Nations policy in France is directed
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by the President and the foreign service. In contrast with the United
States, the French political culture ensures that public opinion is
poorly informed by disinterested parties and media, that little place
is accorded to interest groups (those that are active are ‘‘comple-
mentary and synergetic’’ to government policy), and that academic
interest is formalistic rather than critical and interpretive. Policy-
making is authoritative, with ‘‘bows to democracy.’’ France has no
‘‘preconceived fixation’’ with the concept of free markets, given its
mixed economy (p. 22).

But when Smouts seeks to explain this situation, she turns mainly
to factors related to international position and power. France no
longer believes the United Nations affects its ‘‘vital interests.’’ Now-
adays France recognizes its influence is linked to Europe’s, so it is
concerned for European cooperation. The United Nations is a fact
of life with which one must live and in which one must play the
game by the rules, pragmatically. France’s power can in fact be en-
hanced by the world organization. All of which leads to the conclu-
sion,

France’s image of itself as a great diplomatic power when acting through the
United Nations is quite new in its political culture. The time for ‘‘France
alone’’ indeed seems to be over. (p. 202)

But it was not always so. Not very long ago, the same country, with
the same political structures and the same political culture but a dif-
ferent image of its international position and power, still closely re-
lated to its colonial era and global interests, practised the politics of
‘‘grandeur’’ under Charles de Gaulle and snubbed its partners and
the United Nations at every turn in the road.

And so it has been in the United States, which believes it has the
means to make the international organization bow to its will. At the
height of American attacks on the United Nations in August 1987,
Charles Krauthammer said it all when he wrote in the New Repub-
lic, ‘‘The U.N. is more than just a failed instrument. It is a bad instru-
ment. We have the power to see it shelved. We should use that
power’’ (p. 447).

It would be an error to think the Americans have a singular politi-
cal culture or that there is not a growing awareness of the relative-
ness of its power. Karns and Mingst note that the first Kassebaum
amendment to mandate reductions in US assessed contributions
to the United Nations was opposed by ‘‘an impressive bipartisan
group’’ and that there are congressmen who are embarrassed by the
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American ‘‘deadbeat status in failing to meet our financial obligations
to the United Nations’’ (p. 43). Congress is as much motivated by
‘‘the already huge budget deficits and demands for health care re-
form’’ as by opposition to the United Nations (p. 453). Still these lim-
itations on US power had cast only the slightest of shadows on con-
gressional images of American power by 1994.

One should not conclude that the US foreign policy process toward
the United Nations is unique simply because, at times, the United
States is ‘‘out of step’’ with most other countries in its orientations
to the United Nations. Rather, at root, the basic motives and object-
ives are similar in all states. All of them seek to maximize their na-
tional interests through the United Nations, national interests being a
code for international positioning. What is unique about the United
States is that, because of its capabilities and because of its worldwide
interests and commitments, it believes it is more able to walk alone
and to bend international organizations to its will. The Soviet Union
behaved in the same way while it had the power to do so. The United
States does not want the United Nations interfering too much in in-
ternational economic, environmental, cultural, or foreign aid issues
because such practices might unduly constrain the activities of its
own interests and limit the influence of its own foreign and military
policies. From this we can hypothesize that the greater the capabil-
ities of a state and the more it believes it can act independently be-
cause of its position in the international system, the more it will treat
the United Nations as a foreign policy object rather than as a forum
of collegial activity, and the more it will consider the United Nations
as simply one among many diplomatic forums, often preferring other
bilateral and multilateral locales for exercising international politics.
The contrary is equally true. The more a state believes it has weak-
nesses that make it dependent on effective multilateral action for the
furthering of its national interests, the more it will favour strengthen-
ing of the world body. This hypothesis leads us to conclude that the
single most important factor pushing states toward the strengthening
of the United Nations as an autonomous actor will be their awareness
of their inability adequately to direct the international system and
respond to the global problems that afflict them.

Our last case is that of Canada. The Canadian authors, after ex-
ploring several hypotheses concerning possible domestic and interna-
tional sources of Canada’s commitment to multilateralism and the
United Nations, arrive at a conclusion that needs to be cited fully.
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Support for reforms is almost dictated by the interest that middle powers
develop in multilateral forums by virtue of their position in the interna-
tional system, a position sharpened for Canada by geographical and histor-
ical factors. As a result, by now Canada’s ‘‘lasting and visceral commitment
to multilateralism . . . is ingrained in and endemic to the Canadian charac-
ter,’’ and it has created a pattern of expectations that reinforces Canada’s
support of efforts to reform and adapt the institutions of the UN system.
Such a commitment is shared by other states with similar status in the inter-
national system, from some of the members of the G7 through to others
such as the Nordics or Australians. This implies that the main factors deter-
mining attitudes to the UN system may be located largely outside of the do-
mestic determinants of a state’s foreign policies. (p. 175)

Nevertheless, as with other countries, international positioning is not
a singular explanatory variable. In Canada’s case these external fac-
tors are reinforced by Canada’s federal, bilingual, and multicultural
policies, all of which generate a domestic political culture heavily ori-
ented towards a pragmatic, non-ideological, compromise approach, a
belief in pluralism, and a tolerance for the resolution of conflicts.
These principles lend themselves to the multilateralism that charac-
terizes much of the work of Canadian delegations at the United Na-
tions.

Of course, interpretations of international positioning evolve over
time. Canada’s leadership has at times interpreted the country’s inter-
national position as that of a ‘‘principal power’’ more than a ‘‘middle
power’’ and has consequently relegated UN activity and mediation to
a much lower position in Canada’s foreign policy priorities – once
again confirming our conclusion that the greater the capabilities of a
state the more it will believe it can act independently of, and within,
the United Nations.8

There is a third major explanation of state behaviour toward the
United Nations, which comes more from general political theory than
from international politics. The ideological bases of domestic disputes
are now being transferred to the international level. This explains not
only the lines of conflict and cooperation in the United Nations but
also the variations in orientations of foreign policies towards the insti-
tution. The transfer can be observed in three domains: (1) socially
based class, status, and power struggles are being internationalized;
(2) ethnic conflict is threatening to raise its ugly head in the world
organization; and (3) from a theoretical perspective the United Na-
tions is now the scene of classical federalist disputes. Such observa-
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tions confirm that globalism has at least started to make its weight felt
in the United Nations or, in other words, that world politics is truly
beginning to replace international relations. This in turn suggests
that the basis for world governance is being created and we should
use regular political categories for analysing it, alongside traditional,
balance of power, international relations theories.

To a growing degree, relations in and towards the United Nations
can be explained as a traditional political conflict between rich and
poor. The poor, that is, the developing, non-industrialized states of
the South (and to some degree the East), want to use the United Na-
tions as a full-fledged, ‘‘democratic’’ political forum to create condi-
tions that will force the transfer of wealth to the impoverished. Dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s the non-aligned third world countries in the
Group of 77 tried to use the United Nations and its agencies for these
ends. Their goal was not just colonial liberation and national control
of resources. They also wanted to create international standards for
corporations, to gain some control over media sources, to increase
levels of aid (i.e. voluntary taxation), to garner a portion of the
bounty of the seas (‘‘the global commons’’), and to create new condi-
tions for trade. All of this meant increasing the use of the state
(including the United Nations as an embryonic government), the im-
position of regulations, the redistribution of wealth, and the politic-
ization of issues to mobilize the forces of the many poor against the
wealthy few. This is classic politics, no more, no less.

The rich, that is, generally speaking, the industrialized, Northern
states in the ‘‘Western’’ bloc of OECD countries, took time to per-
ceive the game and react, but react they did, starting in the 1980s.
To the South’s politics of numbers, the North opposed a more subtle
but equally effective politics of money to overcome ‘‘third world cant
and nonsense’’ (p. 397). If poor countries wanted aid they had to
abandon state intervention and adopt the market philosophy dic-
tated by the IMF’s ‘‘adjustment policies.’’ Withdrawal of funding
and ‘‘zero growth’’ policies were used to curb the United Nations’
scope and powers and to limit its capacities for regulation and inter-
vention. The major powers’ reputation and strength were employed
to keep issues on or off the United Nations’ agenda. As Groom and
Taylor put it, this appears to mean ‘‘global riot control’’ rather than
‘‘global problem-solving’’ (p. 406).9

Assisi-Asobie points out that these North–South relations may not
be viewed simply in terms of economic exploitation in Nigeria. And
Nigeria may not be alone.

Convergence and divergence

492



The second scenario is that these same developments will be defined in ra-
cist terms. The technological backwardness of Black Africa may be per-
ceived and interpreted by race-conscious leaders and groups in Nigeria as
the product of racial prejudice against the Black peoples of the world. This
viewpoint will reinforce the belief now held in certain quarters of Nigeria
that it is its manifest destiny to liberate the Black race from political, so-
cial, and economic thralldom. (p. 363)

In recent years there has been a swelling chorus of accusations about
double standards in the United Nations, in effect that the United Na-
tions is being used to impose the hegemony of the wealthy, white
North. Such accusations underlay the argument that the UN resolu-
tions on Iraq were enforced but not those on Israel and that UN ef-
forts for the Muslims in Somalia and Bosnia were too little, too late.
Of course, the United Nations cannot afford to become a tool of any-
one’s racial bias, intentional or not.

Finally, the politics of the United Nations may be seen in terms of
territoriality and not only in economic or cultural terms. The analogy
here is with classical attempts in federalist theory and practice to find
adequate institutional mechanisms to represent both regionally de-
fined communities and population concentrations, both the territ-
orial and the ‘‘rep. by pop.’’ imperatives. At the international level,
however, the territorial and population concentrations may be in
one and the same place (China and India, for example). So, we are
really into a very complex set of contradictions between interna-
tional relations principles (territorial sovereignty, one state–one
vote, no matter what the population base) and federalist theory (in-
terpenetrated sovereignties with dualist representation by popula-
tion and territory).

In another sense, we are also seeing the age-old federalist fight be-
tween levels of government. The prior provincial (state, canton, land)
governments begrudge each transfer of power and jurisdiction to the
new, higher, central level of government. In this sense, the attacks by
the OECD countries on the ‘‘inefficiencies’’ of the United Nations are
highly reminiscent of the charges of corruption and waste that state
and provincial governments in the United States and Canada levelled
against Washington and Ottawa in the nineteenth century. We are
witnessing the traditional turf struggles and jealousies (sometimes
justified) when there is a transfer of functions from one level of power
to another. How strange it is to see the American Congress accuse
the United Nations of budgetary extravagance when we learn that
the American legislators themselves more than doubled their own
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and committee staffs during the single decade of the 1970s (p.
434). How strange it is to hear national military commanders com-
plain about the United Nations’ embryonic system when their own
politicians accuse them of waste and incompetence every year. The
pot calling the kettle black!

None the less, these three examples of class, ethnic, and territorial
struggles being transferred from the national to the international
arena serve three purposes. First, they heighten our awareness of
growing global interdependence. Second, they open our eyes to the
potential for interpreting international politics through sociological,
nationalist, and federalist theory. And, third, they underline, once
again, our explanation of foreign policies towards the United Na-
tions in terms of power politics.

‘‘Reform’’ and change at the United Nations

The second objective of this essay is to see what an analysis of foreign
policies toward the United Nations can tell us about the process of
reform and the potential for transformation of the world body. All
our authors are in agreement that the world is at another of its turn-
ing points (but no one is predicting a date). Institutional changes will
have to be made in what we may loosely call ‘‘world governance’’ so
that it may catch up with technical, cultural, and economic modifica-
tions that have already transformed the distribution of wealth, power,
and status in the world community as well as creating global problems
requiring global solutions. These real changes in the United Nations’
environment are bound to require a shift in relations between mem-
ber states and the organization and within the United Nations itself.

The proliferation of mini- and micro-state members of the United
Nations has created a situation where now more than 70 of its mem-
bers contribute only 0.01 per cent of the organization’s budget and
just 13 major contributors cover approximately two-thirds of the
United Nations’ expenses. Such a situation is unlikely to be tenable
for very long.

And then, as Ogata asks,

Will the United Nations in the 1990s be prepared to play a larger role in
global management? The issues that call for concerted action are no longer
limited to the political, economic, and humanitarian as in the past. There are
enormous problems of environmental protection, science and technology,
population explosion, and cross-border movements that all nations must ad-
dress. There is at least a growing sign that both governments and peoples
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are beginning to turn to the United Nations to deal with these global issues.
(pp. 261–2)

Perhaps the most telling word in the above quotation from Ogata is
the word ‘‘peoples,’’ signalling that the days of the United Nations as
simply a confederation of state governments may be slowly winding
down. In this context, the questions for us concern the relevance of
the ‘‘reform’’ processes of the 1980s for understanding continuing
change and possible transformation in the United Nations. What can
we learn from the studies of relationships between states and the in-
ternational organization that will help us understand the demands,
the potential and limits, and the techniques of change regarding the
world body? To study the potential for changing the United Nations,
we will consider, first, the lessons to be drawn from the ‘‘reform’’ cri-
sis of the 1980s and then consider the foreign policy motivations of
member states with regard to modifying the world body.

The meaning of reform

First, what is meant by ‘‘reform’’? Originally, reform had been used
in the broad sense of progressive development of the United Nations
as an institution to strengthen its capacities to deal with new func-
tions. However, the term became captured in the 1980s by the Amer-
ican-sponsored programme that was centred on financial and admin-
istrative ‘‘reform.’’ While this had broader political aims of limiting
the United Nations’ capacity as a regulator and making recalcitrant
states feel more ‘‘responsible’’ for anti-Western votes, the ‘‘reform’’
goals became mainly centred on budgetary controls and managerial
efficiency.

While I will continue to use ‘‘reform’’ (in quotation marks) in this
latter sense, in recognition of the degree to which the meaning of the
term has been limited in the UN context, it is perhaps best generally
to abandon its broader use and substitute the terms ‘‘change’’ and
‘‘transformation.’’ In this sense, change refers to explicit, continuing
evolution within the UN system, dealing mainly with managerial,
administrative, financial, and programmatic issues that the Canadian
study subsumed under the titles of ‘‘process’’ and ‘‘adaptive’’ change.
Transformation, in turn, refers to the broader modification of the UN
system itself to deal with new global functions, implicating, for in-
stance, institutional structures, allocation of powers and resources,
major principles and purposes, methods of representation, and pos-
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sible reform of the Charter.10 ‘‘Change’’ is thus continuing, evolu-
tionary change within the status quo; ‘‘transformation’’ is substan-
tive, radical transformation toward a new system.

Lessons of 1986

In 1986, the Group of High-Level Intergovernmental Experts (G18),
formed to conduct a thorough review of the administrative and finan-
cial matters of the United Nations, made its report to the 41st session
of the General Assembly. As a result of this report, reforms were
made to committee structures and voting practices (consensus vot-
ing) in the Committee for Programme and Coordination and in the
secondment of nationals to the Secretariat. In addition, the United
Nations’ personnel and budget were cut or limited to zero growth.
New procedures for transferring administrative expenditures to pro-
grammes and for determining priorities and coordinating projects
were established. Similar practices were enforced on the specialized
agencies.

Although the organization is reforming itself all the time and
evolving with regard to such items as the role of the Secretary-
General, peace-keeping measures, and General Assembly proce-
dures, the action taken on the Group of 18’s report was one of the
first formal, concentrated efforts at quasi-structural administrative re-
form. The earlier 1974–1975 Special Committee on the Charter of the
United Nations and on the Strengthening of the Role of the Organi-
zation, known as the Committee on the Charter, ‘‘became increas-
ingly lost in interminable debates over procedure . . . and dilatory
manoeuvres that slowly dampened the will for reform’’ (pp. 120 and
121). A later Special Commission study in 1987–1988, aiming at a
drastic overhaul of ECOSOC structures, ultimately failed (pp. 143–
4). How is it that the Group of 18 ‘‘reform’’ package succeeded
when others failed?

All our authors are unanimous: it took a crisis manufactured by the
withdrawal of United States funding and the threat of financial insolv-
ency. Some called it financial blackmail. As Smouts puts it, the affair
began ‘‘in the 1970s when the United States realized that it had def-
initely lost its majority,’’ and ended when, ‘‘within the organization,
there was a single important question: what had to be done to over-
come the hostility of the United States to the United Nations and to
get past the prospect of financial insolvency?’’ (pp. 226–7).

Ogata confirms that the main motivating factor for the Japanese-
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led reform efforts was to bring the United States back into the UN
process. Smouts, as well as Karns and Mingst, conclude that, whereas
outside observers thought the ‘‘reform’’ crisis was all about manage-
rial efficiency or restructuring the social and economic sector, insiders
knew it was a question of satisfying US demands. Karns and Mingst
have provided an excellent overview of the ‘‘slow burn’’ that led to
the boil-over of American anger and their radical actions toward the
United Nations.

Almost all states were finally lured into supporting the budgetary
‘‘reforms’’ for the same reasons. Most importantly, changes in the
balance of power in the international political and economic systems
had made it prudent to appease the Americans. Only secondarily, the
preservation of the world organization became an end in itself. As the
Algerian Minister for Foreign Affairs said in his address to the Gen-
eral Assembly in 1987,

The United Nations finds itself at an essential crossroads. It must take on
problems that involve the very survival of humanity when its own existence
is threatened. There is no alternative to the preservation and strengthening
of our organization. If, to assure this, reforms are necessary to increase its
efficiency and if, from this point of view, there is a need for structural
changes, we must all encourage and contribute to this process. (p. 122)

Although most developing countries of the South rallied to the de-
mands for a more efficient United Nations, even so the American-
sponsored initiative did not sit well with them. ‘‘Reform’’ had turned
into a Western exercise to satisfy the industrialized countries. There
was no climate of change that would attract the support of the South
because the proposed changes did not address the economic develop-
ment agenda that the South believes should be the central issue. The
real problem is the conflict between ‘‘conservative’’ versus ‘‘liberal’’
agendas at the United Nations. Smouts states:

The actual problem of the United Nations (what some have called a ‘‘cri-
sis’’) is, in truth, a problem in North–South relations, however much the
United States sees it otherwise in emphasizing the ‘‘politicization’’ and
‘‘bureaucratization’’ of the system. (p. 225)

On the other hand, because of the similar ideological postures of
their governments, many Western countries, led by Mrs. Thatcher of
the United Kingdom, were on the same wavelength as the United
States and also sought to limit the United Nations’ expansion of pro-
grammes, personnel, and expenditures.
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But the Canadian case-study suggests that the acquiesence of the
middle powers had a more profound explanation. Conditions of rel-
ative power, alliance with the United States, and the rise and fall of
perceived crises are the limiting factors on middle-power orientations
to change in the United Nations, orientations that clearly favour pro-
cess reforms over institutional transformation. As a result,

Canadian attempts to accommodate divergent demands on the UN system
over the years have meant that Canada’s contribution to the reform process
has been seen by some delegations as dominated by process over substance,
the depoliticization of issues, an absence of issue-linkage, and incremental
reform rather than more radical approaches to change. (p. 155)

No matter what one’s position may be on the American-instigated
‘‘reform crisis’’ of the 1980s or its outcomes, it allows us to draw a
number of conclusions about change processes at the international
level, all of which are substantiated by our case-studies.
(1) Change in the United Nations system (there have been no ex-

amples of transformation) takes a long period of time, a decade
or more, and seems to have to come to a head in the form of a
crisis promoted by a state or a coalition of states including per-
manent members, propelled by their leadership, interest groups,
and relevant political élites, and having the capacity to compel
others to accept their views.

(2) Change corresponds to major modifications in international
socio-economic conditions that lead to shifts in the balance of
power and new dominant philosophies amplified by political
élites and accepted by public opinion, as well as to changed do-
mestic conditions impacting on foreign policy, such as budgetary
imperatives.

(3) Most states, especially middle powers, will rally to a crisis in the
United Nations, the one body available for world action, but
middle powers usually must limit themselves to process reform
within the institution rather than transformation of the institu-
tion. If transformation is to come about it will have to be in res-
ponse not only to crisis conditions but to an attempt to balance
advantages for all partners in the global system through ‘‘pack-
age’’ deals.

Motivations and goals of change

Generally speaking, once the ‘‘reform’’ agenda of the 1980s had been
more or less achieved, the major powers want few changes in the
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United Nations except to reinforce the status quo ante; the middle
powers favour evolution and adaptation to new world conditions
within the current architecture of the system; developing countries
want economic development placed at the top of the UN agenda, a
goal that many believe will require weakening the present oligarch-
ical control of the major contributors. Paradoxically, however, the
newly formed states in the South oppose transformation that endan-
gers the principle of national sovereignty. For this reason, many re-
fuse to open the Charter to serious amendment. These generally are
the orientations to change in the United Nations. It remains to be
seen how much the modifications in the international system since
the end of the Cold War will force the member states to modify their
motivations.

Smouts is most explicit about France’s reticence concerning
change. Although, in principle, France recognizes that the United Na-
tions will be healthy only once the third world has a role in defining
the rules, in practice,

Every time the question of reform comes up, France shudders. So long as it
is limited to the administrative and financial functions of the United Na-
tions, France is in favour of reform. . . . Universalizing ECOSOC would be
a reform of a different kind, a true modification of the Charter rather than
a simple adjustment. France fears that such a move could break the taboo of
the Charter as a ‘‘sacred text’’ and open a Pandora’s box that could one day
bring into question the privileged position of permanent members of the Se-
curity Council. . . . All in all, France’s ambition for reform does not go very
far! (pp. 227–8)

Needless to say, the United Kingdom’s position is very similar,
although a Labour government would likely take a more positive
position on strengthening the United Nations. Karns and Mingst say
that there is no evidence that the USA-UNA’s study A Successor Vi-
sion has had any impact on US policy makers. Less than 50 per cent
of American foreign policy leaders even think it is vital to enlist the
United Nations in dispute settlement. Both France and the United
States report that their countries would prefer regional alliances
rather than the United Nations to settle security problems – as in
the Middle East. Less than 40 per cent of America’s most outward-
looking élite people want the United Nations strengthened. So the
United States, like other great powers, is mainly interested in improv-
ing administrative and financial functions, as well as collective secur-
ity and legal order – and even then the United States welcomed UN
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Gulf resolutions only because they coincided with US policy goals.
Few of these governments want any extension of UN development
programmes, or UN interference in the international economy, or
an increase in its authority. Nor do they want structural modification
to the post–World War II deal that gave the major powers privileged
positions. In fact, the ‘‘major contributors’’ would prefer to reinforce
the status quo. Reports of new Western proposals to take abstentions
into account in General Assembly voting; to introduce weighted vot-
ing on the financing of development programmes; and to create a
new, non-paying, non-voting category for micro-states, have been cir-
culating for some time. Even charity has a national interest. France
held a conference on least developed countries in 1990 hoping to get
others ‘‘to give priority to countries that were linked to France’’
(p. 222).

As we have seen, middle powers like Canada and the Netherlands
seek adaptive, procedural, incrementalist, minimalist reform that
works within the existing structure. The problem is that the Cana-
dian style deals only with issues that are bureaucratic or administrat-
ive not historical or systemic ones. Middle powers have no commit-
ment to transformation.

Yet all is not darkness. Both France and Canada have carried out
opinion polls in the 1990s showing much higher respect for the
United Nations and, in France, 86 per cent support its strengthening.
Canadian opinion shows it can distinguish between inherent UN
weaknesses and those caused by member states. In the United
States, younger cohorts give more positive support to the United
Nations.

Japan requires an efficiently functioning United Nations for the
twenty-first century. This includes not only the financial and adminis-
trative reforms of the 1980s but also a stronger capacity to manage
world affairs. In the meantime, Japan was one of the main driving
forces behind the adoption in 1988 of the Declaration on the Preven-
tion and Removal of Disputes and Situations Which May Threaten
International Peace and Security. This resolution was responsible, in
part, for untying the hands of the Secretary-General so he could more
easily exercise his preventative powers under Article 99, and for en-
couraging the Security Council to make earlier use of fact-finding,
good offices, and the United Nations’ presence. Since 1988 we have
seen an expansion of UN attempts at dispute resolution not only
with regard to Iraq and Kuwait but in Namibia, Lebanon, ex-Yugo-
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slavia, Cambodia, El Salvador, Nagorno-Karabakh, Somalia, and nu-
merous other cases.

Algeria believes that effective change in the United Nations can be
brought about only in the context of reform of the international sys-
tem. Founded on the tenets of dependency theory, Cheikh refers to it
as a ‘‘globalist approach,’’ which is still the long-term hope of Al-
geria. This means establishing more equitable relations between
states, essentially through the goals of the New International Eco-
nomic Order and its Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of
States, adopted in 1974. Carrying these principles into the United Na-
tions, Algeria proposed an enlarged and more geographically bal-
anced Security Council with a limited veto and a restricted peace
and security role, much of which would be transferred to the Gen-
eral Assembly. The one state–one vote principle and majority rule
would be given greater force through the elimination of weighted
votes in the International Monetary Fund and World Bank and by
giving General Assembly resolutions the force of law.

Nigeria’s position on the United Nations has fluctuated between
the ‘‘narrow’’ national interest of using the organization to mobilize
external economic assistance, chiefly from the advanced capitalist
countries, and the ‘‘broader’’ interest of establishing a New Interna-
tional Economic Order, which is similar to that of Algeria. In the
past, the broader goal was to be attained through Nigerian leader-
ship of a diplomatic coalition in the United Nations of African and
third world states, supported by the most active and politically vola-
tile domestic social groups. However, the ‘‘narrower’’ foreign policy
always interfered with the attainment of NIEO owing to the realities
of international economics and the pressures of more ‘‘established’’
groups in business and the public service.

Assisi-Asobie believes that, in the twenty-first century, Nigerian
demands for reform of the United Nations will become more strident
because liberation from foreign economic domination and exploita-
tion will become the dominant goal, and the United Nations, as cur-
rently constituted, has proved inappropriate for its attainment. More
intense pressures from domestic groups, interpreting the world eco-
nomic order either as exploitive or as racist (or both), will demand a
more powerful voice for Nigeria and Africa at the United Nations,
particularly in the Security Council. Personally, Assisi-Asobie is con-
vinced that the best path would be to make peoples not states, wel-
fare not governmental security, the goal of UN reform (p. 364).
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Conclusions on change in the United Nations

As with foreign policy orientations toward the United Nations in gen-
eral, policies with regard to ‘‘change’’ and ‘‘transformation’’ analysed
in the previous sections have demonstrated that notions of change at
the United Nations are founded on conceptions of national interest as
influenced by the state’s position and role in the international power
system, national leadership of political élites and NGOs, and images
of UN activity and effectiveness. Policies can evolve over time within
limits. Middle powers generally promote not just ‘‘efficiency reforms’’
of the United Nations but some strengthening of the organization and
of international norms of behaviour, because this is seen as being in
their national interest as well as favouring global survival.

If there is one, major conclusion it is that those who favour trans-
forming the United Nations for ‘‘global’’ governance must heed the
reality of the state system and the demands of national interests.

We should not be breathlessly surprised by these conclusions. The
vast majority of political leaders in the world were brought up with
two feet firmly planted in the traditional state system. They are
bound to be limited by its assumptions. True, interdependence is
a galloping phenomenon, but it is too early to expect fundamental
modification of behaviour patterns. Nor can we forget that many
states have only recently gained independence, therefore the atten-
tion of their leaders is focused on nation-building not supranational-
ism.

Any prognosis about change in the United Nations, aside from try-
ing to decide on the most useful theoretical conceptions for under-
standing an evolving situation, can be most helpfully articulated
around two questions:
(1) Will change in the United Nations be in the form of piecemeal

adaptation on an ad hoc basis (or the refusal thereof), or in the
form of radical, constitutional transformation of the world body?

(2) Will basic change in the world organization, if it is to happen, be
brought about from the inside (the UN secretariats and govern-
mental delegates) or from the outside?

Judging by the findings of our case-studies of foreign policy toward
the United Nations, we must conclude that movement toward global-
ism, that is, some preliminary forms of multinational governance, will
not be initiated from within the intergovernmental system. Although
the United Nations will continue to evolve gradually, it will not have
the capacity in and of itself to carry out the transformation required
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to be able to deal with the new functions of world governance im-
posed by the rapid growth of global problems and interdependence.
Intergovernmental personnel, either in the UN secretariats or as state
delegates, do not have the will or the power to promote institutional
transformation and often have a conflicting mandate. Favourably dis-
posed middle powers lack the influence and, with regional integra-
tion, are rapidly losing the political flexibility to promote basic mo-
difications.

Yet change the United Nations must. The most likely path is
through political movements of alternative political élites and NGOs
creating a new climate for transformation that will come to a head in
a crisis that will permit, or oblige, state power élites to act for institu-
tional change.

To arrive at this conclusion is not to suggest that in their minds and
hearts those most closely involved with the United Nations do not
want change. On the contrary, these are the very people who must
deal with global problems on a day-to-day basis. Most often they are
working at the intergovernmental level because of their understand-
ing of the changes to the world system and their dedication to helping
humanity. Rather, they are obstructed by the enduring logic of the
state system embodied in what Donini calls the ‘‘principality syn-
drome’’ and the resistance of the secretariat.11 The secretariats be-
have like any other ensconced bureaucracy and the personnel of the
missions and delegations are creatures of the states by which they are
nominated. They act under instructions – however broadly or nar-
rowly defined. The states themselves are prisoners of domestic pol-
itics and rivalries.

Never has this been clearer than at the 1992 Rio Conference on
Environment and Development where it was repeatedly said of Pres-
ident George Bush that he would not sign any agreement that might
endanger American industrial jobs in an election year. This was the
same president who had declared a ‘‘new world order’’ barely two
years earlier. Nor is the United States alone in this situation. As
Newsweek analyst Robert Samuelson said of the 1992 Group of 7
summit,

Contented electorates liberate their political leaders to follow outward-look-
ing foreign policies. Voters in all industrial democracies expect politicians to
deliver at least three things: Jobs, security and rising living standards.

The trouble is, hardly a government remains that can easily fulfil these
promises . . .

Little wonder that the United States, Europe and Japan have to struggle
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to define common interests or agree on issues from world trade to aid for
Russia. Everyone feels too poor and insecure to meet the demands made
by others.12

In addition, as the Japanese, Canadian, and American authors
have reported, institutional reform at the United Nations is just not
a high-priority, high-salience issue for domestic public opinion or
even formal decision-making circles. Reform is triggered by a per-
ceived generalized threat or, as Maurice Bertrand prefers, ‘‘the pro-
cess of reform has in the past been fostered by financial difficulties,
the cyclical worsening of which is a permanent feature.’’13

[I]f you want to give a push to what is going on at the United Nations, it
must come from outside, since the system cannot be invigorated from
within. (p. 224)

The question before us, then, is why, when, and how autonomous
political units become persuaded to give up a portion of their power
and sovereignty to achieve common goals? Certainly there seems to
be a consensus that, if there were more balance and equity in the
United Nations, that is, if middle and smaller powers had more of a
say in the definition of the rules of international organizations, then
there would be more impetus for joint action to confront global prob-
lems. Groom and Taylor have posed the problem in all its acuity
when they demand that ‘‘global riot control . . . not get in the way of
global problem-solving’’ (p. 407). There are indeed urgent matters of
security and welfare that transcend national boundaries and the
capacity of state governments to deal with them.

One of the first conundrums is selecting a framework for helping us
to think about the future. We have already noted Robert Cox’s pro-
posal that such a framework would have to be ‘‘post-hegemonic, post-
Westphalian and post-globalization.’’ The trouble is, as Stephen
Krasner has pointed out, ‘‘no convincing alternative cognitive con-
struct has been presented. There is no consensual knowledge about
what principle might replace sovereignty.’’14

Perhaps we are looking too hard. Perhaps the gap between interna-
tional relations specialists and other social scientists is too large for
them to learn from each other’s works. It is relatively clear that the
world must find some form of transnational governance to help it
deal with problems that surpass the capacities of territorial states.
The question is not so much ‘‘why’’ and ‘‘if’’ as ‘‘what’’ and ‘‘how.’’
We even have models for the what and how. Human governance,
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ever since the formation of sedentary societies, has almost always
operated at least at three levels: local, regional, and global – whether
these levels be called fiefdoms, princedoms, and empires or municip-
alities, states, and international organizations. Humans have almost
always been faced with the problems of shared sovereignty, of cen-
tralization and decentralization, of integration and the struggle over
shifting responsibilities to higher levels of governance. The struggle
between local mayors and regional, metropolitan formations is differ-
ent in substance but not in form from the issues we are dealing with
at the international level. No one gives up power easily. Power
holders can always rationalize the best interests of their constituents.

The model we are looking for, then, is of shared, not absolute, sov-
ereignty, of multiple loyalties, and of power transmission to higher
levels of governance. Far from being unique, history is replete with
such transformations. Perhaps the most recent analogy (although no
analogies can be adhered to slavishly) is the formation of the great
nation-states of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. State- and
nation-building analogies are not out of place. But our first step is to
conceptualize the world as a political, social, and economic system.

It is helpful to think of the global system as an embryonic political
system, so that we put ideological, class, and political dimensions on
the table along with territorial and intergovernmental issues. Interna-
tional politics is now as much an economic and cultural struggle as it
is a political conflict. The struggle over the protection and the dis-
tribution of wealth is operating as much and perhaps even more on
an inter- as on an intra-state basis. Even more, as Assisi-Asobie
warns, we are in danger of these economic issues being associated
with the inflammable mixture of race and ethnicity. Forms of polit-
ical analysis that seem promising candidates for borrowed frame-
works are federalist constitutional theory, integration theory, socio-
logical analysis, and social change theory.15

Our studies and the analysis of socio-political change also tell us
that, if we are talking about political process and forces from outside
the United Nations, we should look first toward socio-political move-
ments and specialized transnational groups to prepare the terrain
over a long period of time for an eventual ‘‘moment of transforma-
tion.’’ Two such movements are INFUSA (International Network
for a UN Second Assembly) and, in Canada, the Independent Com-
mission on the Future of the United Nations. Ogata believes that
change in attitudes toward world governance depend to a large ex-
tent on domestic groups and social movements that are inspired by
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United Nations actions, and on the communication of these actions to
focus attention on specific issues that, in turn, contribute to con-
sciousness-raising.

However, it is unlikely we will see much energy for transformation
until the ‘‘fire in the belly’’ frustrations of the various movements
dealing with global problems are added to the rather ‘‘intellectual-
ist’’ approaches of the UN transformers. In other words, it will prob-
ably take several disappointments like the Rio de Janeiro environ-
ment conference to convince the greens and other socio-political
movements that the fundamental problem lies not just in their own
domain but in current political structures. UN-sponsored confer-
ences cannot deliver more efficient and effective world policies be-
cause the political structures are not there for their debate and imple-
mentation. As Modesto Seara Vasquez points out: ‘‘The trouble with
the UN is that people ask too much from it; much more than it can
deliver . . . the Organization cannot be made more efficient for the
simple reason that it was not conceived to be efficient.’’16 Just the
same, United Nations ‘‘progressives’’ should not be caught in the
trap of ‘‘waiting for Godot.’’ Reformers cannot simply wait for the
great transformation. Rather, those individual delegates, middle
powers, and members of the secretariats who have been struggling
for continuous ‘‘reform’’ of the UN process and its adaptation to cur-
rent problems must continue to push for evolution within the present
system.

It is clear the social movement process will take some time to ar-
rive at satisfactory political change. But the process can be helped
along, as our various authors have pointed out, by relevant UN activ-
ities that stimulate consciousness-raising; by a greater visibility of UN
institutions in the different countries and regions of the world; by ex-
ploiting the potential of the present Charter to develop global value
systems through the provision of non-military security (food, ecology,
water, etc.); by information and cultural exchanges, educational and
research cooperation, the creation of ‘‘global’’ textbooks; by develop-
ing a flexible and independent international civil service as Groom
and Taylor have suggested; by the development of policies for de-
mobilization and economic conversion of military establishments; and
by the United Nations improving its capacity to provide information
and communications to the public (p. 147). It is also likely that a more
representative Security Council package could be voted, especially if
helped out by negotiations in private by an independent, high-level
group of experts.
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Then too the agenda for adaptive change within the United Na-
tions is without end, as the Dutch have shown through their pro-
gramme of pragmatic and effective reform. The United Nations
needs permanent peace-keeping structures and procedures as well as
designated troops, administrative personnel, and budgets. ECOSOC
must be given teeth and backed up by a Charter for Development
with clear-cut commitments and contracts replacing the IMF and
World Bank adjustment programmes. A comprehensive nuclear test
ban could be implemented. Population policy needs its own govern-
ing council or, better still, a joint one within ECOSOC for all devel-
opmental programmes. UN budgets could be standardized. Women
could find their rightful place . . .

It is to be hoped there will be sufficient time for the various ele-
ments of the process to be accomplished. The point, however, is that
all the above proposals are practical, achievable, ‘‘do-able.’’ There is
a potential for action for concerned people at all levels of the political
system. ‘‘Political will’’ is now in the realm of the citizens as well as of
the politicians. We do not have to ‘‘wait for Godot.’’
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