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A Critical and Comparative Examination of the Old and New Agendas of the UN

This paper will attempt to show why the “new agenda” of the United Nation (UN) was sorely needed.  Some facts, followed by analysis, will be presented under each of the topics covered below, some more briefly than others but all-important to understanding the modified role of the UN in the world today.  These are the:

· Prevailing conditions at the time of the “old agenda”.

· Mission and priorities set by the old agenda.

· Successes and failures under the old agenda, and reasons for both.

· Prevailing conditions at the time of the new agenda.

· Mission and priorities set by the new agenda, contrasted with the old.

· Possible consequences today, had the new agenda not been adopted.

· Conclusion.

Prevailing conditions at the time of the old agenda

Emerging from the devastation caused by World War II (WWII), and still remembering the consequences of  “The Great War”, WWI, the winning allies of WWII, particularly the USA which spearheaded the creation of the UN, saw as their top priority the avoidance of war between nations in the future.  This was spelled out in the very first sentence of the Preamble to the UN Charter with the beautiful words, “We the peoples of the United Nations determined to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has brought untold sorrow to mankind, . . . .” etc.  

Although the UN Charter was framed in such a way as to allow maximum flexibility in the light of unforeseen eventualities in the future, there was an underlying assumption that the balance of power would remain the same.  Of course, this did not happen, with the two major defeated powers, Japan and (then West) Germany, which had been excluded from the Security Council (SC), becoming the second and third strongest economic powerhouses accordingly. 
  With the oncoming decades of the Cold War, the inability to change the composition of the SC, where the permanent members had such a vested interest in preserving the status quo, turned out to be the major stumbling block in getting concerted action agreed upon by the permanent members of the SC.  

Mission and priorities set by the old agenda

Because of the preeminence given the avoidance of war between nations, the very first point in Article 1 of the UN Charter states the purpose of the UN to be “To maintain international peace and security, . . . ”  The result of this is that even peace and security within a nation’s borders is not a concern of the UN, as long as it does not jeopardize international peace and security, which would trigger UN action under Chapter VII of the charter. Article 2, paragraph 7, further assures that the UN does not “intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state.”  

The prohibition against meddling in a state’s domestic affairs – as it would be perceived by some member states - can be overridden if action is called for under Chapter VII.  However, if the domestic matters referred to are not directly related to peace and security, for example exploitation of a population, famine and so on, they were not originally envisaged as a reason for UN intervention.  As a rule, a state itself would have to request help from the UN, which request may not be forthcoming if that state is ruled by an insecure, authoritarian regime, perhaps even causing the problem.

Successes and failures under the old agenda

The mere fact that no international conflict has spilled over to global war since 1945 has to be viewed as a success for the UN.  In the UN’s most important peace-keeping role, despite escalation in the scope and vehemence of conflicts, it has been quite successful, particularly when it is taken into account that only those very conflictive situations that cannot be solved bilaterally are brought to it in the first place.  
  

But the non-peacekeeping work has lagged.  While there are many subjects worthy of consideration and intervention of the UN, in class we have focused on human rights and the environment.  A number of things have happened during the past decades, outside the UN’s control but, nonetheless, during its watch.  In fact, often these happenings cannot even be described as conflicts.  These include a dramatic increase in the number of displaced persons and refugees, and an actual increase in the number of deaths from starvation and disease, as well as the continuation of human rights abuses and the deterioration of global environmental conditions on our planet.  Always in the shadow of acute financing problems and a need to prioritize its involvement, the UN’s old agenda clearly tied its hands and prevented the organization from carrying out some measures that would have ameliorated, if not eradicated, these largely human problems.   

Prevailing conditions at the time of the new agenda

The new agenda, or more specifically, the items now being considered under the new agenda, was always there in the background.  Human Rights, for instance, was a topic dear to the heart of Eleanor Roosevelt and it is thanks to her valiant efforts that it was included in the UN’s articles of constitution in the first place.  However, as long as the cold war persisted, these topics took a back bench to peace and security, largely because of the actual vetoes or threat of vetoes of the opposing superpower blocs.  The more relaxed conditions prevalent with the breakup of the Soviet Union, USSR as we knew it, in the early 1990’s allowed these questions to come to the fore.  The use of vetoes dropped dramatically, as the superpowers now found themselves in agreement on most security issues and focus moved to what had heretofore been peripheral topics for the SC and the UN.  

At the same time, certain exogenous trends which had been underway for decades have become even more evident during the past twelve years, most significantly changes in the art of war.  What we now face, often within a state’s borders, are situations where not only the lives of professional soldiers are at stake, but to an ever-increasing extent those of civilians.  There has been a muddying of the distinction between soldiers and civilians, to the point where women and children, generally considered the most vulnerable members of a civilized society, are actually targeted, for instance in efforts of “ethnic cleansing.”  Furthermore, as these events have taken place on many occasions within the borders of a particular state, they are only peripherally, if at all, threats to international security.         

Mission and priorities set by the new agenda, contrasted with the old

With this background, then, the door was opened for the UN to address the topics the world expected of it to relieve suffering on the planet, including human rights, as well as the environment, and even natural catastrophes.  Tight budget constraints, however, continued to plague the organization, as countries refused to confront the increased work load and pay their quotas.  The biggest culprit, and the biggest single contributor, without whose support the ability of the UN to function is critically undermined, was, is still, and for the foreseeable future likely to continue to be, none other than the USA.  

Ironically, while the topics of the new agenda have come to the fore, there has not been a corresponding increase in their resolution.  This is because the voting clout of the large number of unaligned states, who were able to play off the two competing power blocs in the past, and confer or withhold popular approval, has mellowed.  Thus abuses of human rights have, in fact, risen, not declined.  Economic and social development in certain countries, such as Mali to name only one, has actually moved backwards and the gap between rich and poor, healthy and unhealthy, has grown.  

Similarly, the environmental abuse of our planet has increased and the perils of global warming, deforestation, water shortages, to name but a few, have risen accordingly.  At the risk of oversimplification, it can be said that in the developed world the blame can be placed on the growing affluence of an ever-larger number of people, and the concordant increase in the use of non-renewable fossil fuels.  Meanwhile, the developing world, in its frantic efforts to try to catch up with the developed in standards of living, with an even faster population growth, is causing and is poised to cause even further degradation of our ecological system.           

Possible consequences today, had the new agenda not been adopted

When all is said and done, the UN has been successful, in part because it has adapted, albeit slowly and reluctantly at times, to the changing needs of our planet.  If we measure the UN’s success in those tasks it set itself in the old agenda we can safely say that its record has been remarkable.  Furthermore, the UN’s staying power for nearly sixty years, as well as the absence of global war during this period, as noted at the outset, speak for themselves.  What would have happened differently if the agenda had not changed is, of course, a matter of conjecture.  However, one thing is clear: if the UN had survived at all, which is not as far fetched as it may seem, it would have done so by political maneuvering that would have left it powerless and without credibility entirely.  

Conclusion

A new agenda for the UN was more than justified by the world’s changing ethical and moral concepts.  In fact, it is questionable whether the institution would have been able to continue without it as pressures had been mounting already.  With all its faults, the UN is the one global institution we all have, able to accomplish the goals of both agendas.  With the new spirit and revitalizing of the UN’s goals and organizational aspects under the leadership of the current Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, enormous strides have been made.  The major obstacle, now as then, remains that of financing and the reluctance of member states, with few exceptions, to live up to their obligations to contribute.  This is a serious problem, which is outside the scope of this paper.

� Meanwhile, the demise of most colonization caused the creation of many new states, whose first priority was to join the international body, and as a result a larger number of non-aligned member states, with considerable voting power in the General Assembly.


� Since its founding the UN has had 50 peacekeeping missions (three times as many disputes have been referred to the UN), of which 35 have been accomplished and 15 remain active, employing 37,000 troops and a still inadequate 23,000 police and civilians.
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