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Op-ed for Embassy Magazine ; recalled after Canadian defeat at the UNSC vote

The Security Council: Ready or Not: by Paul Heinbecker*
Winning a seat on the United Nations Council yesterday was Job I; making a success of holding that seat is Job I(A). Success  will require the government to have a strategic agenda  ready in its briefcase  when it take its seat in the Security Council January 1. Success will also require the government  to upgrade its diplomacy, and invest more trust and resources in its people abroad and their counterparts at home than it has done thus far. Both are necessary, and possible.

 That we won at the UN was more a relief than a surprise. The odds had long been in our favour, but the fact that elections to the Security Council are secret, and that no one can know how many of the 192 Ambassadors to the UN  casting ballots are following their instructions from home—if they have such instructions—made this Council election a nail-biter. Further, a combination of Portuguese campaign skills and unpopular Canadian policies—on Africa, on the Israeli-Palestinian issue, on climate change—as well as Canada’s scarce participation in UN-led military missions for the past decade-- made the contest closer than it needed to have been. 
But in diplomacy, unlike horseshoes, close doesn’t count, and a victory is a victory. The legacy of Pearson (peacekeeping) and Trudeau (North-South), of Mulroney (Apartheid), Chrétien (Iraq) and Martin (the Responsibility to Protect) helped. As did our reputation internationally for soft power, which is derived from the strength of our economy and the excellence of our universities, the ability of our society to integrate foreigners and  harness diversity, and the capability of our legal system to protect human rights.  The fact that we ranked 7th in UN budget contributions was a factor, as was the serendipitous hosting of the G20 and G8 summits and the Olympics in a UN election year.  All that, plus the savvy strategizing of the Foreign Affairs department and the persistent, effective campaigning of our Ambassador  in New York, and our representatives around the world, as well as a last minute push by the government, sealed the deal and carried us past the magic number of 128 votes. Portugal’s faltering economy did not hurt us, either.
Was it worth the effort? In a word, yes. The horse-shoe shaped Council table we are all familiar with from television remains the world’s top security venue.  The Council handles the big security issues that affect Canadians direct and indirect, from authorizing American military action in Afghanistan after 9/11 to rejecting the Bush administration’s war in Iraq in 2003, to the bloody conflict between Israel and Hezbollah in 2006, to the sanctions against North Korea and Iran for their suspected nuclear weapons programs, today. Canadians have a direct and indirect interest in how these issues are resolved—or not resolved. The Council, whose decisions under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter are binding on UN member countries,  can “legislate” on behalf of countries not even on the Council, as it did in ordering member states to block access to the international banking system by terrorists after 9/11and creating the notorious “no-fly” list. Not even the vaunted G20 has that kind of power. At the UN, as elsewhere, it is better to be a policy maker than a policy taker, which is part of the reason that countries as diverse as Japan, Germany, India and Brazil campaign for permanent seats on the Council. Finally, Canada has both an interest in making global governance work and a civic duty to serve periodically. 
If we had lost, it would have been a stinging rebuke for a country that had begun to take the UN for granted, and a frank indictment of the policy choices the government had made. Mercifully, that outcome was averted. The question now is whether a government only tangentially interested in the UN will make the most of the opportunity the election win gives it, or whether instead it will be content just to try to play error-free ball and serve out Canada’s time on the Council. To make the most of this chance, the government will have to take both the UN and the opportunities it affords seriously. 
The standard two-year term on the Council affords  precious little time for any government to make its mark, and the Harper government will have to hit the ground running, with a  made-in-Canada agenda, as the Chrétien government did a decade ago.  That agenda can advance the government’s stated policy themes; notably, it can promote  human rights and democratic principles (including vis-à-vis Iran), respond to failed and fragile states, insert aspects of  the women and children’s health agenda into the Council’s response to conflicts, address the threats of terrorism, bring greater accountability to UN military missions, and maintain  pressure for progress on arms control and disarmament  in support of President Obama’s initiative in the Council a year ago .
The government will also have to make better use of Canada’s diplomatic resources world-wide than it has done so far. Whether the issue on the UN agenda  is Afghanistan or Haiti or Israel and Palestine or Sudan and Uganda or Al Qaeda in the Maghreb, or nuclear weapons control or trafficking in drugs, or any one of the scores of problems contending  for attention, Canada’s effectiveness on a Council dominated by major powers enjoying the built-in advantages of size and permanency  will depend heavily on the quality of information at our UN mission’s disposal.   And that in turn will depend significantly on the efficacy of our missions around the world , our eyes, ears and voice abroad,  in providing Ottawa and our UN mission in New York with timely quality Canadian assessments of what is going on in their regions. That is particularly important regarding Africa, which accounts for 50% of the Council’s work. Our missions’ competence in turn depends on the resources available to them. Diplomacy is not rocket science and is not expensive in the overall context of government spending.  But it is not cost-free, although Ottawa sometimes behaves as though it wished it were. Ideas R’Us; action is someone else. Since 2004, cuts have progressively trimmed DFAIT’s core budget for diplomacy and the department has, as a consequence, $188 million less to fund its diplomatic work than it had six years ago. Plans are for the core budget to continue to shrink.  Last year, the travel and representation budgets of our posts abroad had to be so drastically curtailed that some were able to do little more than administer themselves. Our representatives cannot be effective sitting desk-bound nine-to-five.
To govern is to choose, and if the government wants to be effective internationally and in the Security Council, it will need to choose  to reverse the slide of DFAIT’s core diplomacy resources, in the same manner albeit not to the same extent as it has done for National Defence. Both are integral to Canada’s national security—and to our success on the UN Security Council.
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