FEATURE:
The UN in the Twenty-First Century:

Why an old dog has to learn new tricks

This essay discusses the indispensable role of the United Nations, the very
negative impact of American foreign policy on the UN, and on the United States
itself, the UN’s own problems, the adaptations thar the UN will have to make if
it is to serve us all in the 21st century and what Canada can do to help the UN
make those adaptations.

The Context

t was not so long ago that the United Natons’ future looked bright indeed. On 10
HDecember 2001, Secretary General Kofi Annan accepted the UN’s 8th Nobel Prize,

for its “work for a better organized and more peaceful world.” The Security Council
and the Secretariat had belatedly accepted their responsibility for the shameful failure
of the UN in Rwanda and reforms had been launched in response. The UN was back
in charge in Kosovo. After rocky starts, UN military interventions in East Timor and
Sierra Leone were proving successfuil. Seventy-five heads of government had come to
New York that fall to mark the millennium by establishing very ambitious economic
and social targets, the Millennium Goals. The Millennium Goals established targets
and time-frames for poverty reduction, human rights, education, health, and security.
The Secretary General had personally succeeded in putting HIV-AIDS back at the top
of the international agenda. He had persuaded, some said coerced, drug companies
and governments to cooperate and had, himself, raised hundreds of millions of
dollars for the cause.

These successes obscured but did not obviate the very real need for change at
the UN. The UN is a mirror of the internarional community and the international
community is itself profoundly divided. There is very little agreement on what the
most important issues are, much less on how to resolve them. The world is polarized
between “North” and “South”, between the rich countries and the poor, over the
causes of the all pervasive issue of poverty and how to remedy it. The world is also
split between the United States and most other countries on security and how best to
respond to terrorists. And there is no agreement on how to reform the aged structures
of the UN, which were built for another time and skew representation on the Security
Council, still the most important security body on earth.

The UN Remains Necessary

This is not to say that the UN is an abject failure. It is far from that. Multilateral
cooperation, not multilateralism as some sort of ideology, but as pragmatic problem-
solving is indispensable. Over-arching problems can only be solved by over-arching
cooperation, This goes for everything from terrorism, for example, where the UN has
negotiated twelve conventions; to human rights, with the UN’s six core treaties; to
arms control and disarmament, the nuclear non-proliferation regime; to health (e.g.
managing the SARS crisis); to the environment, including the 76 treaties concluded
under UN auspices; to international trade and investment rules, and so on.

In fact, the UN is central to multilateral cooperation and has had many
successes. UN International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), for example,
has inoculated 575 million children against childhood diseases; the World Food
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