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Foreword

The role that international or independent commissions have played
in linking ideas and institutions has not received the attention it merits.
The names of many of the key commissions, often best remembered by
the individuals who headed them – Brandt, Palme, Brundtland, Carls-
son/Ramphal, for example – continue to be recognized. But the impact
of commissions – what they have achieved, and how they have done it,
both individually and collectively – has been too often neglected.
My own experience has convinced me that commissions have legacies

that can influence debate and events long after the commissioners have
dispersed and their report has been published. That seems to me the case
with the Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons,
which I had a role in creating when I was Australian Foreign Minister.
The centrepiece of its findings, the simple mantra that ‘‘so long as other
countries have nuclear weapons others will want them; so long as anyone
has them they are bound one day to be used, by accident or design; and
that any such use will be catastrophic’’ is one that is still quoted, and
richly deserves to be internationally embraced. It was certainly the case
with the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict, chaired
by David Hamburg and Cyrus Vance, of which I was a member, and
which perhaps did more than anyone else to create among government
policy makers and international organizations what we now acknowledge
to be (at least when it comes to lip-service: substance always takes
longer!) a ‘‘culture of conflict prevention’’.
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And I hope it is the case with the International Commission on In-
tervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), which I co-chaired with Mo-
hamed Sahnoun, which – in the context of the ‘‘humanitarian interven-
tion’’ debates that coursed throughout the 1990s, and are with us now
again – sought to find common ground between antagonists by reconcep-
tualizing ‘‘the right to intervene’’ in altogether different, and potentially
more acceptable, terms as ‘‘the responsibility to protect’’. Our hope was
that this would prove to be the most useful such exercise since the
Brundtland Commission, with its introduction of the idea of ‘‘sustainable
development’’, gave environmentalists and developers not only a new vo-
cabulary but, more importantly, a common new meeting ground.

History teaches us that ideas are the seeds of controversy. What are
principled beliefs for some are self-interest or unacceptable agendas for
others. Careless or oversimplified blending of religious or cultural values
with political ideas and actions can create a dangerous brew, one that
poisons relations between states and peoples: Huntington’s ‘‘clash of civ-
ilizations’’ has, sadly, become much more than an interesting academic
theory. But, employed constructively, ideas can and do act as beacons
for shaping the world and its governance in better ways. And institutions
in turn can be both the passageway and the testing ground for putting the
mind of global governance into practice.

The institutions that continue to matter most, not necessarily in di-
rectly generating ideas, but in encouraging others to do so, recognizing
their salience and translating them into action, are national governments.
Middle powers – Australia, Canada, the Scandinavians – have been par-
ticularly important players in this respect: perhaps on the principle that
relative lack of military and economic clout can be made up for by real
competitiveness in the ideas market, where what matters most are imagi-
nation, creativity and energy. The Canberra Commission initiative, for
example, as Marianne Hanson rightly suggests, belongs in the context of
a broader set of ideas prevailing in Australia (at least at the time: all
these things are subject to the vagaries of domestic politics!) around the
theme of good international citizenship. The Cambodian peace initiative,
the agreement on mining in the Antarctic which we campaigned for, and
the Chemical Weapons Convention which we brought to conclusion were
all cross-fertilizing reflections of that broader perspective.

All that said, ideas – and commissions to produce them – are not
always there when they are needed. In his fine essay, UN Under-
Secretary-General for Disarmament Affairs Jayantha Dhanapala calls
for an international commission to consider the problem of weapons of
mass destruction. How helpful such a commission report would have
been in picking up where the Canberra Commission left off, and cutting
across some of the extraordinarily confused debate of recent times on
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that subject. And of course ideas and commission reports don’t always
get the attention they deserve from those who should most be paying
that attention.
But one of the great values of this book, deriving from a conference

sponsored by the United Nations University and the University of Water-
loo in Canada that brought together scholars and practitioners from all
continents and with diverse backgrounds, is that it is an argument against
pessimism. Like John Maynard Keynes’ ‘‘defunct economist’’, a commis-
sion’s influence and imprint long survives its formal death. Ideas at the
wayside can be rediscovered and take their place at the centre of political
debate.
The essays here clearly map what is needed for lasting effect. A

commission is most effective when its work reflects a distribution of
labour among representatives from different quadrants of the world:
a major criticism of many commissions (well avoided in the case of
ICISS) has been their Northern or Western-centric membership and ori-
entation. There must be outreach to governments and, increasingly, non-
governmental organizations. Commissions cannot succeed unless they
draw upon the rich body of research and literature that exists today. And
their job is not done when the report is written. There must be renewal of
commitment by those who first committed, continued demonstration of
the intellectual integrity of the commission’s work, and a willingness to
apply the energy to see the task through.
Commissions and commissioners may sketch the road ahead in each

case, but it is for states and intergovernmental organizations and their
leaders to travel it. Getting them moving – showing them why and how
they have to act, and stimulating and exciting and encouraging them to
do so – is what commissions are all about. And it’s a continuing responsi-
bility of members of commissions who have had something to say and be-
lieve passionately in its continuing relevance, to stay the course – guiding
them through the forks and diversions, and doing everything possible to
stimulate them when they lag. It may take a long time to reach journey’s
end, but if the goal is worth it the fatigue and the frustration are emi-
nently bearable. That is perhaps one of the underlying messages of this
book, and it’s a very important one.

Gareth Evans
President and CEO, International Crisis Group
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1

International commissions and the
mind of global governance

Andrew F. Cooper and John English

The structure – or body – of world politics has become an established
object of close scrutiny. This is especially true with respect to the pillars
of global governance, involving both the current ordering and a possible
reform of the architectural composition and procedural makeup. As one
recent book notes: ‘‘In nearly every study of global governance, interna-
tional organizations loom large in the analysis and are often character-
ized as the building blocks for establishing a new global system’’.1

What may be termed the mind of global governance by contrast has
suffered from comparative neglect. Only recently have the power of ideas
been taken seriously as a form of agency in international relations. And
even amidst this marked shift to embrace the ‘‘ideational turn’’2 there is
still much analytical ground to catch up on so as to be able to capture this
dynamic more accurately as it has been played out in specific domains of
activity.

This book explores the power of ideas, as transmitted via the mind of
global governance, through the focused lens of international or indepen-
dent commissions. An awareness of the salience of commissions on a se-
lective or one-off basis has long existed among both global policy makers
and attentive publics. Indeed the names of these commissions – Brandt,
Palme, Brundtland, the Commission on Global Governance, and the In-
ternational Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS),
to list just the best known ones – have taken on an enormous recognition
factor around the world. Yet, as both an interconnected process shaping
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global governance and/or as a component of the wider ideational turn –
the nature of international commissions remains under-analysed. The
specific character – and level of impact – of each of the commissions mer-
its study of their own, as witnessed by the pivotal position individual case
studies of key selected commissions are placed in this collection. To
understand the phenomenon of international commissions more com-
pletely, however, not only their content, track records, and controversies
on an individual basis but their generalized context must be explored and
appreciated. Before moving into what makes each of these commissions
unique, therefore, a more systematic treatment is attempted with a focus
on how this collective set of instruments fits into the larger ideational
turn and what repertoire range can be found among them.

Setting the boundaries

What stands out about the role of ideas through the entire span of post-
1945 international relations is their bounded condition. Ideas were given
some ample legitimacy to operate in terms of shaping or re-shaping the
national mind especially within the industrialized countries. As rehearsed
in an influential article by Anthony King in the early 1970s – which high-
lighted the need to view ideas as ‘‘a necessary condition’’ for explaining
public policy3 – an awareness of the importance of ideas as a determinant
of national political and policy cultures became a strong theme in the
academic literature.
This is not to suggest that under rare and compelling exigencies

‘‘national’’ ideas could escape from under these disciplines. The trans-
national flow and influence of Keynesian economics stands out as the ob-
vious illustration (as does the backlash to this current of thought via
monetarism).4 These escapes were the exceptions, nevertheless, that
proved the rule. As captured well by John Ruggie – notwithstanding the
dominance of the United States (US) – the structure of ‘‘embedded liber-
alism’’ emergent in the post-1945 world order was not crafted according
to one universal script.5 National cultures and modes of policy-making
remained crucial in differentiating this pattern along differentiated
country-specific lines concerning approaches to the welfare state, indus-
trial strategy and a wide variety of other policy issue areas.
The hegemony of realist thinking in the academic culture of interna-

tional relations reinforced these well-defined parameters. What mattered
under this mantra was positioning in the global hierarchy and structural
power. As underscored by Ngaire Woods, ideational factors – or indeed
other considerations that deviated from an understanding of world poli-
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tics based firmly on power relations and interests of state – were simply
‘‘left out’’.6

When directly challenged this realist establishment (either in its classic
or neo-formulations) marginalized or rebuffed alternative belief systems
or world-views. Intellectually, practitioners/scholars such as Robert Cox
could voice different opinions, to the effect that ‘‘In the final analysis,
our world is ruled by ideas – rational and ethical – and not by vested in-
terests’’.7 But this perspective remained at the edges of scholarly dis-
course through the 1980s.

From a policy perspective the reaction was even harsher. The prime il-
lustration of this disciplinary impulse in action came with the mobiliza-
tion of the South through the creation of a New World Order. Instead
of situating the debate on normative grounds, as suggested by Cox, this
challenge was countered by an exclusive focus on the interest-based na-
ture of these claims that the South was acting as a trade union of devel-
oping countries directed towards a redistribution of power within the
global hierarchy. The wealth of ideas emanating from the South could
thus be dismissed as ideological gloss or self-help advocacy.8

Breaking out ideas

The movement towards an ideational turn in international relations went
hand in hand with the erosion of discipline associated with the end of the
Cold War and the accelerated forces of globalization not only in the
sphere of markets but of principles, communication, and information, to-
gether with the flow of people and culture.

Some of the best-known intellectual entrepreneurs have cloaked this
process of novel and unanticipated change in structuralized baggage;
most notably Fukuyama’s thesis about the convergence of values.9 For
most observers, though, the hallmark of this new era has been the privi-
leging of fragmentation and competition whereby space for thinking as
well as action has been created and struggled over.

The difficulties of achieving consensus on the rules and form of global
governance in this environment should not be downplayed. Escape from
control in ideational terms has brought with it abundant concerns, and
even fears, about emergent and acrimonious global divides and disorders
centred around the putative clash of civilization, tensions between a sense
of resurgent ultra-nationalism or tribalism and transnationalism, and the
shape and merits of democratic practices.

Still the unevenness and dichotomies located in this trajectory should
not be used to hide the advantages of possessing these opened global
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windows for the promotion of innovative projects with respect to the ar-
chitecture of global governance. If ideas popped up and grappled with
through often jagged and contradictory manifestations, this process of-
fered important insights about the importance of agency. How actors
think across the terrain of international relations – as much as what they
do – mattered with the rupture of the tightly disciplined world featured
with bipolarity and the Cold War.
Academic currents were swept along by the impetus of these changes.

The interdependence school moved some way to embrace the ideational
factor. Joseph Nye popularized the concept of ‘‘soft power’’ as a reaction
to the limitations of the ‘‘hard’’ security agenda of structural realism.10
Robert Keohane co-edited an influential book on ideas and foreign pol-
icy.11 Both works opened the way forward by adding ideas to the mix of
analytical models for the study of mainstream international relations. The
first balanced the traditional emphasis on power – even for the US he-
gemon – with a regard for normative values. The latter provided an elab-
orate mapping exercise with respect to how ideas affected policy out-
comes within a variety of discrete cases.
If deserving credit for bending the hold of the dominant academic

model, nonetheless, this approach did not break the structuralist grip.
The bias remained fixed on a rationalistic take on international relations,
where actors took positions because of calculations vis-à-vis their own
self-interest. Ideas were explicitly linked to instrumental gains – the re-
duction of transaction costs and other material benefits – as opposed to
the assumption that ideas reflect expressions of social forces or pressures
to think – as one sophisticated collection puts it – ‘‘ahead of the curve’’.12
The decisive push towards the ideational turn came with the challenge

of the constructivist school. In its thickest versions this literature – while
abundant in theory about the import of ideas in the social construction of
identity and interest formation and pointing towards a future ‘‘where
things do not have to be done as they have in the past’’13 – is pitched at
too abstract a level to allow it to be of much use in the way of practical
applicability for empirically driven research. The outstanding exception
to this criticism has been the contribution of John Ruggie. Conceptually,
Ruggie’s embrace of ideational factors – not only ideas per se but cultural
and normative influences more generally – provided this interpretation of
international relations with enormous credibility. After he stated that he
endorsed the view that the ‘‘building blocks of international reality are
ideational as well as material; that they express not only individual but
also collective intentionality . . . and that the meaning and significance of
ideational factors are not independent of time and place’’,14 the tradi-
tional bias towards structure could no longer completely trump an allow-
ance for agency.
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Moreover, the temporal conditions of this endorsement – as Ruggie
took on the role of Assistant Secretary-General of the United Nations –
forged the crucial link between the swirl of intellectual currents and the
pursuit of practical policies directed towards reshaping global gover-
nance. As Ruggie relates this experience: ‘‘it quickly became apparent
that creative leadership in international organizations is social constructi-
vism in action . . . [the] project of international organization is all about
how to stretch states’ interests and preferences . . . so as to produce in
greater quantities the collective goods that the political marketplace of
interstate behaviour otherwise under-produces. Ideational factors are an
absolutely critical means by which this stretching is achieved’’.15

The channelling and the purpose of ideas

In trying to map out more carefully the interaction between ideas as in-
tellectual constructs and as sources of inspiration for the application of
policy prescriptions, the location of this process along two axes serves as
a valuable starting point. One axis of this framework projects the means
by which ideas – reflective of the mind of global governance – are chan-
nelled or circulated. The major formal component of this activity hinges
on diplomatic mechanisms. This view of diplomacy as transmission belt
or switchboard for the ideational turn, it must be stated, goes against the
commonplace assumption that diplomacy acts as the defender of the sta-
tus quo, warding off the influence of any new thinking that would shake
things up in global affairs. As one critic has stigmatized this response:
‘‘Most diplomatic services have responded to the changing international
context by burying their heads in the sand’’.16

Yet as more nuanced observers detect, diplomatic method has demon-
strated some enormous capacity for facilitating as well as resisting change.
As the critics infer, this adaptive quality is not necessarily driven by an
espousal of novel ideas for their own sake. Rather this response may be
animated more often than not for organizational advantage and/or the
demands of situational exigencies. As Kal Holsti persuasively suggests,
contemporary diplomacy in a variety of negotiating arenas puts a tremen-
dous onus not only on ‘‘persuasion, but with creating and systematizing
new knowledge, enunciating general principles, and ‘educating’ those
who do not have all the relevant knowledge surrounding a problem’’.17

The evolving complexity in the sites and actorness of diplomacy also
drives this component of the ideational turn. New ideas could quite easily
have been ignored or blocked by foreign ministry officials when they pos-
sessed a near monopoly over the diplomatic process. In an age of blur-
ring responsibilities among different government departments, and be-
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tween state and societal actors, this avoidance approach was much more
difficult.
One fascinating feature of the International Commissions under review

is how often and through such diverse means diplomacy makes an ap-
pearance. Jean-Philippe Thérien, in examining the Independent Commis-
sion on International Development Issues (or Brandt Commission), talks
of ‘‘development diplomacy’’ in the context of North–South relations.
Geoffrey Wiseman, in his chapter on the Independent Commission on
Disarmament and Security Issues (or Palme Commission), refers to
‘‘multipolar two-track diplomacy’’. With regard to her exploration of the
World Commission on Environment and Development (or Brundtland
Commission), Heather Smith details the technical aspects of ‘‘environ-
mental diplomacy’’. In each case, although much of the diplomatic dy-
namic is state-oriented, there is increased space available for non-state
actors to influence the stretching of the mind of global governance. Other
contributors reinforce this image. Andy Knight embellishes the notion
of commissions – in his case the Commission on Global Governance – as
being on the intersect between old and new multilateral diplomacy.
Other contributors, while cognizant of the potential diplomacy pos-

sesses as a motor for the ideational turn, are also fully aware of the many
obstacles and pitfalls putting a brake on this dynamic. Marianne Hanson
puts some considerable emphasis on not only the opportunities but the
operational problems placed in the way of ‘‘the search for diplomatic in-
fluence’’ as exemplified in the case of the Canberra Commission on the
Elimination of Nuclear Weapons. Sanjeev Khagram highlights the split
between the state-centrism of established practices and the expression of
the ‘‘maverick’’ international experiment as promoted through the World
Commission on Dams. The entire project of the Commission on Kosovo,
as laid out by Richard Goldstone and Nicole Fritz, was underpinned by
the failures of traditional modes of diplomacy in the prevention of severe
violations of international human rights or the substantial suffering of
civilian society. As well rehearsed by Ramesh Thakur, the report of the
International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty was de-
signed to reconcile a push for a new diplomacy – grounded on the con-
cept of the responsibility to protect – with a full appreciation of the exi-
gencies of ‘‘political realism’’. In their parallel examination of the ICISS,
Jennifer Welsh, Carolin Thielking, and Neil MacFarlane focus, among
other themes, on the question of finding the ‘‘right authority’’ for interna-
tional activity and the constraints on diplomatic practice – including its
vocabulary. Jorge Heine is careful to add history as a limitation, with the
legacy of ‘‘gunboat diplomacy’’ shaping the Latin American regional
view on any form of intervention.
The other axis animates the purpose for which ideas are promoted. At
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one end of the scale lay projects with a high degree of ambition with re-
gard to good international citizenship, punctuated by a desire to stretch
the mind of global governance as far as the diplomatic processes will al-
low. The emphasis is on a transformative ethos with ideas in the service
of a normative design, usually through an expanded form of international
architecture. At the other end, an onus is placed not on an overarching
vision but on problem-solving in particular issue areas. Ideas through
this lens have less of a heroic bias – with big ideas capturing attention in
an immediate and robust fashion through high profile and diplomatically
risky gestures. Rather the best ideas – and the means to sell them – are
taken to be incremental and routine in nature, whereby they are applied
in a low-key de-politicized and incremental fashion.

It is tempting to use this dichotomous approach to position the dif-
ferent commissions in either one category or the other. Hewson and
Sinclair, most notably, divide some selected projects along these lines:
‘‘there is one striking difference in tone between the earlier global reform
reports and the global governance report. The earlier reports had fo-
cused on solving a particular problem facing the world. The global gover-
nance report is more concerned with conveying the argument that perva-
sive global changes have altered the terrain on which global problem
solving was to take place’’.18

On the basis of scope – and intensity – there is a good deal of validity
to this form of labelling. Among other things, it brings out the degree to
which a mesh exists between means and ends when located in these
terms. Given the diffuse pattern found in formal diplomacy, the definition
of actorness is usefully supplemented by the inclusion of informal net-
works. Some of these networks showcase problem-solving techniques,
as illustrated by what are commonly called epistemic communities19 or
knowledge-oriented communities of experts.20 Others, by way of con-
trast, exist as transnational advocacy networks operating with both a will
(and often a capacity) to shape-shift existing ways of thinking and doing
things.21

Yet, even with these merits, these divisions should not be drawn too
starkly. The typology of networks often becomes blurred when scruti-
nized closely. Some of the best-known transnational advocacy networks
have taken on the attributes of problem-solvers, as witnessed most ex-
plicitly through the actions of the anti-apartheid movement.22 Nor – as
Anne-Marie Slaughter illustrates clearly in the case of legal experts –
can networks dominated by professional specialists be disassociated
from normative considerations attached to a redesign of global gover-
nance.23

This complexity in the pattern of networks is confirmed in a number of
thematic chapters added to this collection. Elizabeth Riddell-Dixon not
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only denotes the extensive campaign pursued by women’s rights advo-
cates through vast networks, she showcases the manner by which this
network gained input into the negotiating process through the UN sys-
tem. Jon Pedersen suggests specific ways that networks of researchers
can have an impact on policy decisions and outcomes, as demonstrated
by the activities of Fafo, a Norwegian think tank on the Middle East
peace process in the early 1990s. Although much of this effort was di-
rected at technical problem solving on specific projects on the ground, a
distinctive advocacy component is retained as well. Edward Luck, in his
excellent (if sobering) review of the workings UN Reform Commissions,
hones in the need to address – or straddle – both sides of the problem-
solving/advocacy divide, with equal attention devoted to both vision and
practical proposals. In his call for an International Commission on Weap-
ons of Mass Destruction – a call which in retrospect proved a harbin-
ger for the recently announced initiative by Sweden for a Commission
on Weapons of Mass Destruction chaired by Hans Blix – Jayantha
Dhanapala insists on the need for a focused diplomatic effort that
taps into the on-going efforts of a variety of actors with established
reputations.

Timing and individual/collective source of agency

Delving deeper into the questions of how international commissions can
contribute to the stretching of the mind of global governance, two addi-
tional themes require some elaboration. The first privileges the impor-
tance of timing. As in any other ideational manifestation, one basic ingre-
dient for success of international commissions was simply the availability
(or not) of an opportunity in terms of temporal conditions – or put an-
other way, the degree of ripeness by which these projects were met. The
reports of some commissions – regardless of the value of the ideas con-
tained in them – simply ran up against closed inhospitable conditions.
As Thérien details, it would be hard to imagine a more hostile ideologi-
cal/political environment for the 1980 Brandt report to navigate for its
notions of a grand social pact between North and South, with the end of
détente and ascendancy of the new vigorous wave of neo-conservatism.
The ideas flowing from this commission could be portrayed by its sup-
porters as both attractive and necessary for the international community.
But the immediate policy impact fell flat because of the poor timing of its
initial release. When it was released in 1982, amidst the so-called second
Cold War, the Palme report appeared to suffer a similar fate. In an atmo-
sphere of renewed confrontation and arms-racing between the super-
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powers, its call for security – with, not against, the adversary – received
little in the way of instant traction.

Other commissions were the recipients not of blockage but a boost
because of the system-change produced with the collapse of the Soviet
Union and bipolarity. As stressed by Smith, the 1987 Brundtland Com-
mission constituted a classic case where ‘‘timing matters’’ in a positive
sense. Instead of being stymied because of the tight grip of the Cold
War this Commission had the good fortune of catching the wave when
the disciples of that old order were crumbling. The 1996 Canberra Com-
mission could exploit the same systemic opening in terms of the end of
the Cold War bilateral paradigm. Both of these Commissions enjoyed as
well a number of additional situational windows of opportunity for the
pursuit of their agenda, whether in the case of the Brundtland Commis-
sion because of changing attitudes to the environment and the redefini-
tion of security or in the case of the Canberra Commission, a programme
based on complete nuclear disarmament.

Notwithstanding these supportive cases, it is misleading to put all of
the commissions in such a temporal straightjacket. The context of the re-
port of the Commission on Global Governance in 1995 reflected a much
greater tendency towards ambiguity. As pointed out by Andy Knight in
Our Global Neighbourhood, could still take advantage of the thawing of
the Cold War. But these opportunities were countered by a range of
competing tendencies which accented new forms of vulnerability, most
notably the forces of accelerated globalization and the rise of different
types of security threats. Even in cases such as the Canberra Commission
openings at both the international and domestic levels could be contested
and faced with closure.

Equally, however, the fate of some of the best-known Commissions
could take U-turns in the other more positive direction. The most tangi-
ble case of this sort – as comprehensively portrayed by Wiseman –
centres on the delayed impact of the Palme Commission. Despite directly
hitting the wall of Cold War politics on its publication, after some period
of mutation and re-channelling the core ideas of the Commission have
been embraced in various influential strains of discourse and some areas
of policy-making about security both at the multilateral and regional
levels.

This fragility in terms of the receptive conditions and fortunes for In-
ternational Commissions was, if anything, even more exaggerated in re-
cent cases. As acknowledged by Goldstone and Fritz, a major contextual
danger in the aftermath of the release of the Kosovo Commission report
was the manner by which the formulating of its principles risked being
distorted to justify the interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq. Consistent
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with their wider argument, such logic was unjustified as it confused hu-
manitarian intervention with self-defence. The ICISS faced a similar chal-
lenge head-on subsequent to the release of its report shortly after Septem-
ber 11th, 2001. To the credit of the Commission the report resisted shifting
its mandate – making explicit in Thakur’s words that ‘‘self-defence is con-
ceptually and operationally distinct from the protection of at-risk foreign
populations’’. As in the case of the Palme Commission (albeit with a
much shorter time-line), there appears to be opportunities as well as vul-
nerabilities positioned in these situational circumstances. If critical about
some of the arguments and implications of the ICISS, the chapter by
Welsh and her co-authors remains open about the constructive impact of
the Commission. While acknowledging the very different – and far more
intense – challenge that the ICISS report faces because of the reassertion
of a hard security agenda in this post-post Cold War era, they also posit
the claim that ‘‘an alternative reading . . . suggests a greater relevance for
the ICISS and its view of sovereignty in a post-September 11 world’’.
The second prominent theme concerns the relationship between in-

dividual and collective agency as the platform for ideas. Some of the
best-known commissions do bear the imprint of key personalities. This
individualistic bias goes back to the origin of international commissions
– with the branding of the Commission on International Development in
1969 as the ‘‘Pearson’’ report.24 On the foundational ‘‘big three’’ com-
missions – Brandt, Palme, and Brundtland – a tendency exists whereby
each is labelled via the name of their Chair. All of the commissions under
review constituted impressive exercises where moral authority or norma-
tive leadership was exerted on an individual basis in world politics.
Yet this type of personal identification contributes to some misleading

stereotypes about the commissions. Arguably the most ingrained of these
inaccurate images is that of commissions as an exclusive home for retired
and/or defeated politicians. Although it is true that some of the best-
known commissioners fall into this category (starting with Lester Pear-
son, the former Prime Minister of Canada and Willy Brandt, the ex-
Chancellor of West Germany), others belie this depiction. The example
that stands out is that of Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland, who was the Prime
Minister of Norway when she agreed to take on the chair of the World
Commission on Environment and Development. But a much longer list
may be accumulated when smaller and lesser-known commissions largely
outside of the purview of this book are added to the mix. These include
in 2002 the ‘‘Globalization Debate of Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt –
the Belgian Initiative’’; and The World Commission on the Social Di-
mension of Globalization (ILO Commission) co-chaired by the Presi-
dents of Finland and Tanzania.25
Nor, it should be added, is personal identification – or the lending of a
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prized reputation – a requisite for a well-known image. Commissions
such as the Commission on Global Governance, Kosovo, ICISS, or even
Big Dams have established a strong and sustained mental brand without
becoming attached to one individual in the manner of the earlier wave of
commissions. From this perspective the instinct to simply portray com-
missions as objects promoted and controlled by one pivotal actor needs
to be severely modified. A more accurate understanding of the role and
salience of international commissions is only possible when this activity is
analysed in a wider context. Consistent with their own belief systems and
will, individuals retain the capacity to act as high profile and significant
carriers of ideas through their work as commissioners. A full awareness
of the impressive design of these projects shines through, however, only
when they are treated as illustrations of a form of collective agency able
to pursue a shared sense of the mental map or common vision concerning
the shape of global governance.

Casting commissions as an expression of a social dynamic or force has,
it must be stated, risks imparting some negative connotations. As op-
posed to being viewed as ad hoc exercises, international commissions be-
come tagged as series of exercises driven by a global managerial class.
Alternatively, though, a shift to appreciate this process of reproduction
is far more cognizant of both collective memory and the capacity for the
passage of knowledge as well as innovation through the entire life cycle
of Commissions. If fitting into what both Andy Knight and Ed Luck
term ‘‘blue ribbon panels’’, the commissions deserve recognition for their
talent to think and propel action ‘‘ahead of the curve’’, encompassing
ideas that were both unorthodox and transformative.

In individual terms, the myriad of connections between the commis-
sions is striking. Robert McNamara not only took the lead in initiating
the Pearson and the Brandt Commissions but served as a member of the
Canberra Commission. Willy Brandt, a decade after chairing the Inde-
pendent Commission on International Development Issues, convened a
meeting with Ingvar Carlsson (the former Prime Minister of Sweden)
and Shridath Ramphal (the then Commonwealth Secretary-General,
later, in turn, a member of the Brundtland Commission) which led to
the creation of the Commission on Global Governance. Olof Palme took
an active role on the Brandt Commission before chairing the Independent
Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues. Dr. Brundtland served
as a Commissioner on the Palme Commission before moving to chair the
World Commission on Environment and Development. Gareth Evans,
the former Australian foreign minister, was a member of the Canberra
Commission before becoming the co-chair of ICISS. Wiseman adds the
important point that Evans remained influenced through this process by
the ideas of the Palme Commission. Moreover, as demonstrated by
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the appointment of Jayantha Dhanapala – a member of the Canberra
Commission – to the newly formed Blix Commission on Weapons of
Mass Destruction, this pattern has continued up to the present.26
In thematic terms, the links between many of the commissions are just

as strong. A flavour of this common narrative and/or substantive cross-
fertilization may be made by reference to the shared emphasis between
the Pearson, Brandt and Palme Commissions on the ‘‘mutual interests’’
argument in the push for a restructuring of the international order. The
idea for the allocation of 0.7 per cent of a developed country’s GNP for
development assistance passed from the Pearson to the Brandt Commis-
sion. Dr. Brundtland viewed her Commission as the third pillar after the
Brandt and Palme Commissions. And, as elaborated by Khagram on the
case of the World Commission on Dams, the thinking of the Brundtland
Commission has continued to radiate out. The Commission on Global
Governance pushed in a similar fashion to the Canberra Commission for
the elimination of nuclear weapons. It also introduced the concept of ‘‘se-
curity of people’’ that later informed the Kosovo Commission and the
ICISS in so rich a fashion.

Debating the ‘‘ownership’’ of commissions

Tilting the analysis to affirm the value of collective as well as individual
agency rehearses a much larger debate about international commissions.
For the question of ‘‘whose ideas’’ are dominant on an individual basis
conflates into the more general question of systemic ‘‘ownership’’. In ad-
dressing this question, three distinctive lenses stand out as serviceable de-
vices. The first lens surveys ownership through an institutional prism.
One possible candidate for this type of ownership is the International Fi-
nancial Institutions, especially the Bank for Reconstruction and Develop-
ment or World Bank. Institutional support for International Commis-
sions runs through the ambit of these projects. McNamara initiated both
the Pearson and the Brandt Commissions during the time he was Presi-
dent of the World Bank from 1968 to 1981. Although without a personal
imprint of this nature, funding from the World Bank was crucial for the
establishment of the World Conference on Dams (WCD).
Where the connection between the commissions and the ‘‘Bretton

Woods’’ establishment must be refined is in terms of impact. The con-
struct of ownership lends itself to an image of control imposed through
structural adjustment and other forms of discipline.27 Yet, in the case of
the International Commissions sponsored by the World Bank, little evi-
dence can be found of support for such a restrictive agenda. The Brandt
Commission explicitly flew in the face of the ascendant forces of neo-
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conservatism in the early 1980s with its emphasis on poverty reduction
through a global Keynesian ‘‘new deal’’. In terms of process, as Khagram
notes, one of the great concerns of the WCD was to maintain an autono-
mous stance with respect to the World Bank. And at least from the per-
spective of many critical observers within civil society, the recommenda-
tions of the WCD in specific areas such as water directly contravene the
strategy favoured by the World Bank.28

The alternative choice for ownership is through the United Nations
(UN) system. A wide variety of commissions tapped into the resources
and possessed strong personal/ideational links with the UN. The Brandt
report, North–South: A Program for Survival, was submitted to the UN’s
Secretary-General and, as Thérien stresses at the outset of his chapter,
associated strongly with the ‘‘UN paradigm’’. The Palme Commission’s
report, Common Security, was presented both to the United Nations Spe-
cial Session on Disarmament and the UN Conference on Disarmament.
Raising the notch even further, the World Commission on Environment
and Development had much of its membership appointed via the UN
system. The Co-Chairs of the Commission on Global Governance met
with the UN Secretary General to explain its objectives. As referred to
by both Thakur and Welsh and her colleagues, Secretary-General Kofi
Annan strongly supported the ideas promoted through the ICISS report.

As in the case of the Bretton Woods institutions, however, the influ-
ence sought or imposed by the UN system on international commissions
should not be exaggerated. None of the commissions under review can be
considered ‘‘in house’’ projects channelled through the UN system (as
manifested, for example, by the Brahimi Report on UN Peace Opera-
tions). Even when the UN acted as a catalyst the commissions – and the
commissioners – still enjoyed a high level of autonomy. As Smith de-
notes, arguably the most telling case in point was the manner Dr. Brundt-
land steered the World Commission on Environment and Development
in a new and creative direction.

Nor did the high degree of generalized encouragement and legitimacy
accorded international commissions through the UN translate into uni-
form measures of support for their recommendations on an individual ba-
sis. As Wiseman concludes, the Palme Commission received little in the
way of follow-up through the UN system. In sharper fashion, the Gold-
stone and Fritz chapter signals the degree by which the Kosovo Commis-
sion sought to distance itself from the UN.

A second lens scrutinizes ownership through an ideological lens. The
common assumption of the bulk of the academic literature on interna-
tional commissions is that some of the most prominent of these projects
fit comfortably into a liberal reformist framework. This view is especially
pronounced in the Report of the Commission on Global Governance.
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Knight takes this approach in his chapter, with eloquent backing from
Richard Falk.29 Higgott embellishes this point of view in saying that
Our Global Neighbourhood offers ‘‘somewhat grander, although still es-
sentially liberal [vision] of a rejuvenated system exhibited in the Commis-
sion on Global Governance’s publication’’.30
As advanced through the ideas of other cases besides the Commission

on Global Governance, there is much of a liberal flavour that shines
through the entire range of these projects. Nonetheless, there is a com-
pelling hybrid aspect that should not be ignored. With the liberal compo-
nent can be detected as well a potent social democratic touch. This pedi-
gree obviously goes hand in hand with the political credentials built up by
the key figures chairing a good number of the commissions, Brandt,
Palme, Brundtland, Ingvar Carlsson, and Gareth Evans. But it is also a
reflection of the support given to these commissions by a host of other
individuals and governments located on the social democratic side of
West European politics, extending from the early support of Chancellor
Bruno Kreisky of Austria by both the promotion of Brandt and Palme up
to the initiation by the Social Democratic Prime Minister Goran Persson
on the Kosovo Commission.
The dominance of and between these political strands can be con-

trasted, furthermore, with the exclusionary tendencies found in the inter-
national commissions towards both the far left and more conservative el-
ements. The Palme Commission stands out as the exception tilting on one
side as it included not only some prominent leftists but Georgi Arbatov
from the Soviet Union. Edward Heath, the former Prime Minister of the
United Kingdom, was a member of the Brandt Commission; he was on
the short-list to be the chair of the World Commission on Environment
and Development; and, with some other moderate conservatives, was in-
volved at the start-up phase of the Commission on Global Governance.
Beyond these intrusions, though, some strict ideological barriers took
shape. There was no Soviet representation, for example, on the Brandt
Commission. And there was a noticeable absence of any individual with
neo-conservative credentials through the run of commissions. Consensus
inside the commissions was often vividly contrasted, therefore, with
strong and protracted criticism outside from both categories of outsiders.
The third and final lens examines ownership through a national prism.

At first glance it is tempting to couple the project of international com-
missions with the prime role of the United States as international agenda-
setter through the entire post-1945 era.31 Yet, at odds with the notion of
‘‘soft power’’ tightening this grip via the globalization of rhetorical prin-
ciples and policy networks, the US did not have an unchallenged hold on
the workings of the commissions. Some US institutions, copying the vi-
sion of the McNamara-led World Bank, did push hard for a leadership
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role in these activities. The most significant of these initiatives was the
Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict, led by Dr. David
Hamburg and Cyrus Vance, Jimmy Carter’s first Secretary of State.
Rather than providing strength, however, this US-base appears to have
become a liability.32 It did not safeguard the Report from partisan criti-
cism from conservative forces within the United States. Certainly, it did
not guarantee international exposure on a global scale.

For the most part the United States – both in terms of state officials
and American intellectuals – played below their policy weight on the In-
ternational Commissions. Outside of McNamara no prominent American
stood out in the workings of the Brandt Commission, a feature repeated
in the context of the World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment. Cyrus Vance presaged his chairmanship of the Carnegie Commis-
sion by sitting on the Palme Commission, but as Wiseman convincingly
demonstrates the main effect of the Common Security Report in the
United States was felt well below the political surface. As Hanson relates,
the Canberra Commission stands out as the anomaly with not only
McNamara but a former Commander in Chief of US Strategic Command
acting as Commissioners. The Kosovo Commission stretched out the
mind of global governance with the inclusion of Richard Falk, and the
political weight of the ICISS was buttressed by the presence of Lee Ham-
ilton. Still, if valuable contributors, these latter choices confirm the out-
lier status of these Commissions in conservative American circles, a point
that Luck reiterates in his conclusion.

The far more robust national ownership of the International Commis-
sions belonged to the so-called middle powers. This mode of possession
of course coincided with the support afforded a good many of these proj-
ects by Social Democratic politicians and political parties. In specific pol-
icy areas the cross-cutting nature of this backing comes out most force-
fully in the case of the Brandt, Palme, and Brundtland Commissions that
in effect extended the concept of the welfare state from the domestic to
the international arena. Still, other commissions revealed distinctive
characteristics that have become associated with middle powers whatever
the political persuasion of its government. The activist middle power di-
plomacy – with its profession of good international citizenship – targeted
at the Canberra Commission by Gareth Evans went well beyond the tra-
ditional style of Australian Labor governments. The Canadian contribu-
tion to commissions – showcased by Thakur and Welsh et al. in the case
of the ICISS – was an extension of Liberal international going back to
Lester Pearson and extending through to Lloyd Axworthy and his em-
brace of the concept of human security.

To parade this middle power effort is not to minimize the difficulties
associated with it. The most obvious constraint remained the discrepancy
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between the profile of these countries on military/security and economic/
social agenda items. There was also the problem that in some cases na-
tional ownership took on either a parochial/political dimension and/or
showcased status-seeking attributes. The first made a difference when an
initiative took on a partisan hue, as in the case of the Canberra Commis-
sion. With the Keating/Evans Australian Labor Party acting as the motor
for the initiative, the incoming Howard Liberal government applied the
brake. The latter dilemma became magnified by tensions on two distinc-
tive fronts. The first centred on the contrasting styles among established
middle powers.33 The second encompassed the divergence between what
may be called the ‘‘old’’ middle powers clustered almost exclusively in
the North and ‘‘new’’ emerging powers located in the South.34
A more exclusive form of ownership for these emerging powers was

championed in particular by the Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dr. Maha-
thir Bin Mohamad, leading to the establishment of the South Commis-
sion (1987–1990). Consistent with the overall pattern of participation
this Commission contained a mix of high-profile elder statesman and up
and coming policy/political actors. Julius Nyerere, the former President
of Tanzania, served as the Commission’s Chair. At the core of the staff
as Secretary-General was Manmohan Singh, a well-respected profes-
sional economist, who much later in 2004 became Prime Minister of In-
dia. In its stylistic expression this Commission contained many attractive
features, not only in terms of its attention to technical detail but its will-
ingness to open up the process to a wider debate through an ancillary
volume of commentaries. In substance, the Commission offered a sophis-
ticated approach with a strong emphasis on both an integrated and
people-centred development strategy.35 But in terms of practical – and
arguably even intellectual – bite, however, the Commission proved a dis-
appointment. Although the release of the report, Facing the Challenge,
was paralleled by a generally positive burst of publicity, the Commission
had little staying power in the world of ideas and (particularly when set
against the popular image retained by the Brandt Commission) is rarely
cited. The core demands of the report – the need for an opening up of
global markets to the products of developing countries in the face of con-
tinued protectionist regimes in the North – remain unsatisfied up to the
present amidst the debate over the Doha Development Round of the
World Trade Organization.
Resilient to this challenge the embedded repertoire of middle power

agency continued to shine through the Commissions. Unlike bigger
powers – both in the North and South – the diplomacy of middle powers
acknowledged the need for bargaining and compromise even on the most
sensitive issues dealing with sovereignty. Unlike more formidable (and
muscle-bound) states, middle powers – and a variety of individuals oper-
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ating in the middle power context – were prepared to devote substantive
resources, persistence, and diplomatic acumen to the promotion of these
new ideas through sites such as international commissions. Ideational
prowess was instinctively substituted for structural power in the interna-
tional arena. Important principles and operational agendas were brought
to life through a mix of technical and entrepreneurial or coalition-
oriented activity. This variation of mission-oriented activity is well shown
off in the case of the Palme, Canberra, and ICISS Reports – under Swed-
ish, Australian, and Canadian leadership respectively. But this willing-
ness and capacity of middle powers to run with good ideas goes beyond
these primary examples. South Africa exhibited many of the same middle
power attributes in its support for the WCD. Norway, as made clear in
the Pedersen chapter, was able to tap into the intellectual infrastructure
and good will in driving forward with the Middle East peace process
in the early 1990s. In other cases individual middle power leadership
morphed into collective effort. Most explicitly, Hanson and Dhanapala
have pointed to the role of the Canberra Commission in the emergence
of the ‘‘New Agenda Coalition’’, a geographically diverse group of coun-
tries (Brazil, Egypt, Ireland, Mexico, New Zealand, South Africa and
Sweden) rallying support for a joint declaration on ‘‘The Need for a
New Agenda’’.36

The content and delivery of international commissions

The concern of this collection extends well beyond the context of inter-
national commissions to a treatment of their substantive content. Indeed
it is this focus that informs the line of analysis of the core chapters de-
voted to specific commissions. While not wanting to enter into a detailed
discussion either of the narrative or of the conclusions made by individ-
ual contributors in their distinctive essays, it seems a useful exercise to
provide some thematic snapshots not only about what content was con-
tained but how it was delivered – or sold – throughout the entire collec-
tion of commissions.

The first thematic snapshot concentrates on the scope of these commis-
sions. In stark dualistic terms, international commissions can be divided
into two categories. The first features those commissions that have
centred their activities in specific issue-areas. The second clusters those
commissions that cover a far more extensive terrain across the security,
economic and social domains. In Raimo Vayrynen’s classification of com-
missions on the basis of their definitions of security the Palme Commis-
sion represents the best illustration of a commission that falls into the dis-
crete category, with a selective focus and compression into one specific
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theme. The essence of the Palme Commission was found in the concept
of common security, ‘‘a political and military concept’’. Although Vayry-
nen acknowledged that ‘‘the report of the Palme Commission contained a
chapter on its economic aspects’’, even the addition of this component
supported rather than detracted from the overall sense of concentration
in the report in that it focused almost entirely on the material costs of
the nuclear arms race.37 By way of contrast, the Commission on Global
Governance fits the model of diffuseness, with an extensive coverage of
issues and volition to take ‘‘a long leap towards expanding the notion of
security’’.38
This framework serves as a convenient short cut for ordering the entire

span of commissions. Putting the emphasis on the dichotomous nature of
commissions, however, covers up the ideational cross-linkages that from
the start lay at the heart of so many of the commissions. The Brandt
Commission focused on peace as well as development, making an explicit
linkage between disarmament and development. Much of the genius of
the Brundtland report was its explicit recognition between security and
the environment.
Even among the more recent commissions that appear on the surface to

be highly specialized there exists an appreciation of the need for linkage.
Standing beyond the ambit of this collection, the 2000–2001 Commission
on Macroeconomics and Health, established by the World Health Orga-
nization (under the leadership of Dr. Brundtland, from her position as
Director General), and chaired by Jeffrey Sachs, falls into this category
in that its underlying premise of its agenda was to make the connections
between investments in health, economic growth, and poverty reduc-
tion.39 The Commission on Human Security (2001–2002), which was
funded primarily by the Japanese government, arose out of the UN Mil-
lennium Summit in September 2000, and took on a similar complexity
with its mandate to explore the interface between poverty, human rights,
violence, and security. Among the cases showcased in this book, both the
Kosovo Commission and the ICISS demonstrate the manner by which
targeted projects wedge out in a wide – and often controversial – number
of directions both conceptually and operationally (into the domain of
international law and the shifting terms of debate about humanitarian
intervention).
As a starting point, therefore, a separation on the basis of range of

activity still serves some purpose if only to differentiate a commission
such as the highly targeted WCD from the far more extensive Commis-
sion on Global Governance. Sparseness of analysis, however, must be
complemented by a more nuanced treatment.
A second thematic snapshot extends this coverage to include the style

adopted by these commissions. One important variable from this per-
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spective is the level of intensity adopted by the Commission. Some com-
missions have attempted to sell their ideas through a short burst – or
sometime a series of bursts – of activity. The Brandt Commission can be
viewed as the classic illustration of this mode of activity, in which the sell-
ing of the report was tied closely to the reputation of Willy Brandt as an
individual and the credibility of each of its documents, initially in 1980
the North-South: A Program for Survival and three years later, Common
Crisis. North-South: Co-operation for World Recovery. The WCD self-
consciously imposed a limited time on its activities. Other commissions,
through an alternative course, have either been designed or have taken
on, through different circumstances, a longer life span. The Palme Com-
mission demonstrates the salience of a time lag, as it gained a new
bounce after its main ideas were picked up and utilized by Mikhail Gor-
bachev. The ICISS – in a more strategical vein – represents a very differ-
ent model whereby a push for an immediate impact was supplemented by
a longer eye to the prize where ongoing pressure was applied through the
turmoil of September 11th and the Iraq war.

A second variable is the target of the commissions’ proposals. As on
scope there is a predisposition towards dividing the commissions up be-
tween those that use insider techniques targeting both national govern-
ments and international organizations and those that have adopted a
more comprehensive approach. Still, looking more closely at this group
of projects, what stands out is their hybrid nature. All of the commissions
under review sought some degree of access to decision-makers. One of
the major recommendations of the first Brandt report was the convening
of a state-centric conference, an event that took place in Cancún, Mexico,
in 1981. Brundtland, in the words of Smith, ‘‘travelled the world and met
state leaders promoting the idea of sustainable development’’. The ICISS
continued to attract support from Secretary-General Annan and both
Prime Ministers Jean Chrétien and Paul Martin of Canada. This form of
targeting did not preclude an expansion of networking of these same
Commissions with members of civil society. The Brandt Commission’s
work not only gave rise to the Brandt 21 Forum, but because of its pro-
posal for forgiveness of sovereign debt came to act as a harbinger for a
newer generation of activists. Brundtland and her commissioners (includ-
ing Maurice Strong) balanced their contacts with state officials with meet-
ings with civil society representatives. Moving beyond this ‘‘ad hocery’’,
the ICISS built a large civil society component within the ongoing struc-
ture of its activities.

Again, however, these sketches raise far more questions than they an-
swer. One issue in terms of process that must be raised concerns the
actual nature of the participation of civil society in the commissions’
work; and one question that rises out of Riddell-Dixon’s chapter is the
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role of women on the Commissions. Several prominent women played
crucial roles in these projects, starting with Dr. Brundtland and extending
to the role of Jane Holl as Executive Director for the Carnegie Commis-
sion and Sadako Ogata as co-chair (with Amartya Sen) of the Commis-
sion on Human Security established in early 2001. But in most cases
women were either highly under-represented or completely missing. The
exceptions that stand out have been the WCD and the Kosovo Commis-
sion, both of which included a number of high profile women.
Another issue that raises similar sort of questions relates to a compar-

ative assessment of business interests versus civil society in the work of
the commissions. Knight relates how the agenda on the Global Compact
became a core ingredient of the Commission on Global Governance. Just
as sensitively, Khagram notes the difficult search for balance between
business and civil society on the WCD.
The issue that stands out concerns the recipe for success in terms of de-

livery. Extending the discussion between both style and targeting, com-
missions straddle the choice between aiming for a platform based on a
sharp slogan that creates an immediate impact or buzz, or a more com-
plex message which takes longer to draw results. On this continuum it
seems clear that buzz wins out over complexity. The most successful com-
missions are the ones that have their key phrase catch-on both with pol-
icy makers and the general public. This conclusion comes out strongly
from the Brundtland Commission’s ability to popularize the term ‘‘sus-
tainable development’’. Equally, the coining – and continuous promotion
– by the ICISS Commissioners of the term ‘‘responsibility to protect’’
also helps reveal why that project has been able to ride out the trauma
associated with September 11.40
On the negative side of things, neither the presence of prominent in-

dividuals nor good research guarantees success. In the former category
falls the State of the World Forum: The Commission on Globalization
which, notwithstanding its energetic leadership by Jim Garrison and a
star-studded line-up of supporters (albeit without a single national cham-
pion and an extremely ambitious mandate), apparently has not been able
to sustain itself as an ongoing site for a global leadership network. The
indicative case in the latter category is the Carnegie Commission, which
despite a wealth of analytical reports and edited volumes, failed to catch-
on notwithstanding its apparent timeliness post-Rwanda and Bosnia. The
message of prevention was not enough to overcome the opposition of
conservative forces in the US about the value of the report. Nor was it
enough to generate any excitement at the level of civil society. As the
ICISS has shown, solid research – based on an efficient secretariat and
with both a creative and accessible roster of background papers – has to
be teamed with other ingredients for popular momentum to build.
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Nor in some cases does even the possession of an attractive catch-
phrase create an immediate buzz. It took five years before the Palme
Commission’s phrase ‘‘Common Security’’ – dismissed along with the
Brandt report by a leading Nordic policy-maker as lacking the ingre-
dients ‘‘to translate the studies into a practical strategy for change’’ –
took on significant meaning in international relations.41 The centrepiece
of the Commission on Global Governance – the notion of a ‘‘Global
Neighbourhood’’ – fell flat in that it was seen as overly simplistic or unbe-
lievable as a policy-related concept in a world arguably dominated more
by conflict than cooperation. As Falk punctuates it: ‘‘The modern world
transmits other, far more sinister, conceptions of neighborhood-gang
struggles for exclusive control, inter-ethnic hostility, and class differentia-
tion. Some of the worst instances of genocidal violence have been be-
tween those intimately linked by bonds of proximity and shared tradi-
tions, including language’’.42

This discussion connects in turn with the ultimate set of outcomes gen-
erated through the commissions. The most direct form of delivery is cap-
tured through the connection of the ideas promoted by the commissions
with institutional reform. This ideational–institutional nexus emerges
most explicitly and comprehensively in the impact of the Brundtland
Commission as appraised not only by Smith but by a number of other
contributors in this collection. On a smaller scale, though, this link stands
out in a number of other cases as well. The Commission on Global Gov-
ernance, while failing to advance many of the ambitious proposals (in-
cluding global taxation, an Economic Security Council, and an end to
the veto for the P-5 in the Security Council), did create intellectual space
for the initiative on the International Criminal Court by its call for a new
Court of Criminal Justice. The Palme Commission – as elaborated by
Wiseman – morphed into Gorbachev’s different construct, the Common
European House.

More frequently commissions have facilitated and legitimated the ex-
tension of soft law or norm creation.43 The Brundtland Commission had
the overall effect of embedding the norm of environmentally sustainable
development. The Commission on Global Governance popularized
the concepts not only of global governance and the Global Compact but
the notion of civil society. Kosovo promoted the concept of fairness. The
ICISS refined the concept of human security found in a number of other
commissions through the powerful idea of responsibility to protect. If
a catchy slogan, it was also a crucial substantive ingredient for norm
creation.

Moving the normative dimension to the hub of the debate at the same
time exposed commissions to different and acute controversies. These ro-
tated especially around the North–South relationship. In contrast to the
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self-selected middle powers, the countries of the South retained a strong
residue of suspicion concerning international commissions. In some cases
– most notably in the case of the Brandt report – these initiatives were
viewed as a means of suffocating even more ambitious schemes of global
restructuring through the New International Economic Order – that is to
say, as a tool for preventing the ideational turn from stretching the body
of global governance too far. In other cases of norm development –
alternatively – the criticism was the reverse. In other words, that the
mind and body was being stretched too far. As Heine details in the case
of Latin America, this sensitivity was especially acute on the entire set
of questions concerning sovereignty and non-intervention. Indeed, the
contestation of new norms as a challenge to the legitimacy and identity of
actors in the South lies at the heart of the challenge for international
commissions. In the words of Samuel Makinda, the aspirations of com-
missions such as the one on Kosovo come up against the reality that:
‘‘most developing states would not endorse ‘a principled framework for
humanitarian intervention’ because they would regard it as a threat to
their sovereignty’’.44
These debates could be tempered by the introduction of a better bal-

ance in the North–South participation on the commissions. Moving away
from the asymmetry of most of the earlier commissions where individual
commissioners from developing countries were badly outnumbered, re-
cent commissions have been characterized by a much greater sense of
equality. This shift from exclusion to inclusion is a feature found in the
composition held by those projects featured in this collection. It is also a
pattern located in a variety of commissions outside its domain, including
the Commission on Human Security, The World Commission on the So-
cial Dimension of Globalization (ILO Commission) co-chaired by the
presidents of Finland and Tanzania, together with the UN Commission
on Private Sector and Development co-chaired by former Mexican presi-
dent Ernesto Zedillo and Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin.
The authentic test for International Commissions remains, nonetheless,

to replicate equality of representation with substantive equity.45 The key
to the Brundtland Commission’s success lay in finding a sense of balance
between North and South. But it is not a recipe that is easily replicated.
These sensitivities permeate the debate about the Kosovo Commission as
well as the ICISS.46 They also have intruded quite seriously into the ac-
tivities of other commissions. To give just one additional illustration, the
Tokyo Forum (one successor to the Canberra Commission) met resis-
tance not only from the US but India as a result of the changing strategic
landscape in the sub-continent in the late 1990s. It was reported that
Jasjit Singh of India ‘‘did not attend the last two meetings and . . . made
it known that he disagreed strongly with the contents and tone of the
report’’.47
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Bringing in the mind of global governance

From this overview it is clear that international commissions deserve con-
certed attention as part of a matching scholarly re-balancing exercise. To
a hitherto unacknowledged extent international commissions have been
central to international agenda setting. Although this minding of global
governance often produces ambiguous and uneven results, the sheer stay-
ing power of these projects is impressive. At odds with the impression of
Falk and other observers that they would fade away commissions have
proliferated.

As attested to by all of the contributors – and above all by Luck in his
concluding chapter – the role of these commissions is full of challenges
and obstacles. They expose many of the raw divides and high degree of
fragmentation that exist in international politics. They reveal how good
ideas can be distorted out of their original intent even if they are not
completely immobilized in their challenge to the existing architecture –
or body – of global governance.

Still, if problematic, the promise of international commissions also says
a good deal about the margins open for imagination and innovation as
ideas are brought in and played out in world affairs. Although far from
sanguine about the measure or the nature of the eventual or decisive im-
pact of this mode of agency, each of the chapters in this collection looks
seriously at the power of ideas. The wealth of diversity found amidst this
form of idea-generating mechanisms allows a novel and salient take on
the socially textured world of international politics.48 As this introduc-
tion has attempted to show, however, international commissions deserve
study not only on their individual merits and for their extensive range of
activities but on the basis of their collective contribution with respect to
the world polity whereby the mind of global governance is scrutinized
and re-evaluated as part of a wider ideational turn in international
relations.
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2

The Brandt Commission: The end
of an era in North–South politics

Jean-Phillipe Thérien

On 12 February 1980, the Chairman of the Independent Commission on
International Development Issues, Willy Brandt, officially presented his
report, ‘‘North–South: A Program for Survival’’, to Kurt Waldheim,
Secretary-General of the United Nations.1 The presentation ceremony
put an end, temporarily at least, to an enterprise that had begun almost
three years earlier at the initiative of the president of the World Bank,
Robert S. McNamara. Much like the report of the Commission on Inter-
national Development chaired by Lester B. Pearson in the 1960s,2 the
Brandt Report – as it came to be known – proposed a major reform of
the international economic order, with the aim of better addressing the
needs of Third World countries. The political effect of the Brandt Report
was ‘‘slow . . . and limited in scope’’3 to such a degree that three years
after its publication the members of the Commission felt it necessary to
write a memorandum titled Common Crisis. North-South: Co-operation
for World Recovery, sometimes referred to as the ‘‘second’’ Brandt Re-
port. The lack of interest raised by this memorandum among world lead-
ers marked the definite failure of the Brandt Commission.4 The Commis-
sion had hoped to serve as a catalyst for a round of global negotiations on
development issues; it turned out, in fact, to be the last grand manifesta-
tion of a particular vision of North–South relations.

Yet, in spite of the cool response it received from the international po-
litical elite, the Brandt Report had a significant influence on the history
of development. Its reception within the development community and
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the general public was unprecedented for a document of this nature.
Translated into more than twenty languages, the Report sold nearly one
million copies.5 Widely recognized for its high intellectual standards,
the Brandt Commission became an inspiration and a model for subse-
quent international commissions of the 1980s and 1990s. In addition,
since many of the problems tackled by the Commission are still on the
international agenda two decades later, its Report remains an acknowl-
edged reference in the development debate. As all this should make
clear, studying the Brandt Report today is justified more by its impact
on ideas than by the practical results of its recommendations.
From an analytical perspective, the work of the Brandt Commission

must be examined within the broader context of the history of the global
governance of development. For the last fifty years, that history has been
dominated by a conflict between the ‘‘Bretton Woods paradigm’’, advo-
cated by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank (WB),
and General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), World Trade Or-
ganization (WTO), and the ‘‘UN paradigm’’, put forward by UN agencies
such as the Secretariat, Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), and International Labour Or-
ganization (ILO) among others.6 Tightly controlled by the developed
countries, the Bretton Woods institutions champion economic growth
and the free functioning of markets – values traditionally associated with
the Right. The UN agencies, more attuned to the developing countries’
interests, tend to stress social justice and the need for political regulation
– ideas generally associated with the Left. The (neo)liberalism of the
Bretton Woods institutions has thus consistently opposed the more
social-democratic views of the UN agencies.7
In the political struggle between the ‘‘Bretton Woods paradigm’’ and

the ‘‘UN paradigm’’, the Brandt Report was plainly more aligned with
the latter, an observation supported by a variety of elements. From an
anecdotal point of view, it should be recalled that the Commission in-
cluded a number of individuals who had been, or were to become, senior
UN officials.8 More importantly, however, the Commission’s terms of ref-
erence contained an overt commitment to ‘‘pay careful attention to the
UN resolutions on development problems’’.9 Several of the Brandt Re-
port’s proposals were in fact a reformulation of ideas that had been dis-
cussed at the UN in the 1970s as part of the New International Economic
Order (NIEO) debate; others were inspired by UN talks conducted in the
1940s and the 1950s.10 Conversely, the Commission was very critical of
IMF and World Bank policies. In the final analysis, the connection be-
tween the Brandt Commission and the ‘‘UN paradigm’’ was based on a
shared ideology. In line with the UN tradition, the Brandt Report was
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social-democratic and openly promoted a form of global Keynesianism.11
Hence, in the confrontation between the two visions of development tra-
ditionally offered by the ‘‘UN paradigm’’ and the ‘‘Bretton Woods para-
digm’’, the position of the Brandt Report was never in any doubt.

This chapter divides the study of the Brandt Report into four parts.
Section I explains the context in which the Brandt Commission was set
up. Section II describes the content of the two Brandt reports. Section
III summarizes the main reactions to the Commission’s work. Section
IV examines the political impact of that work. Finally, the conclusion as-
sesses the overall contribution of the Brandt Commission to the global
governance of development.

Setting the context

The international environment

The Brandt Commission was established at a time when the international
community had never been so absorbed by issues of development and
North–South relations. These concerns had gradually gained political
salience for obvious reasons. At the turn of the 1980s, it was estimated
that the North – 25 per cent of the world’s population – received 80 per
cent of the global income, while the South – 75 per cent of the world’s
population – lived on the remaining 20 per cent.12

It was in the 1960s, in the wake of decolonization, that North–South
issues made their appearance on the international agenda. In 1964, the
Secretary-General of the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development – an institution generally viewed as the ‘‘first major forum
of North–South politics’’13 – articulated the structural change in interna-
tional relations, asserting that ‘‘practical action in the field of trade and
development is second to no other responsibility which the United Na-
tions, established to maintain peace, must face in the 1960s’’.14 Pope
Paul VI aptly summarized the spirit of the times when he declared in
1967, ‘‘the new name for peace [is] development’’.15

Slowed by the heritage of colonialism and the lack of experience of
newly sovereign states, development diplomacy received an unexpected
boost from the oil crisis of 1973. By spotlighting the North’s dependency
on the South’s raw materials, the OPEC decision compelled the rich
countries to listen more seriously to the poor countries’ demands for
change. In this atmosphere of a somewhat forced compromise, the UN
General Assembly unanimously adopted the ‘‘Declaration on the Estab-
lishment of a NIEO’’ in 1974. From 1975 to 1977, a group of 27 countries
representing the developed and the developing countries met in Paris to
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translate the NIEO principles into concrete policies within the frame-
work of the Conference on International Economic Cooperation. The
failure of that conference prompted the UN to try to recover a leadership
role in the North–South dialogue, and coincided with the creation of the
Brandt Commission.
During the two years the Commission spent working on its Report,

North–South diplomacy got bogged down in procedural questions. In
1979, based on a suggestion made by the Non-Aligned Movement, the
UN General Assembly asked its committee of the whole to prepare a
round of ‘‘global negotiations’’ on development in order to prod the
debate out of its lethargy. The Brandt Report was completed in this
climate of uncertainty, just a few months before the committee of the
whole admitted it was unable to reach a consensus over ‘‘the agenda,
the modalities and the timetable’’ of the global negotiations that were
envisaged.16
As one author pointed out, the timing of the release of the Brandt Re-

port was ‘‘highly unfortunate’’.17 The developed countries’ traditional
lack of enthusiasm for the North–South dialogue only grew with the de-
terioration of the international economic environment that marked the
beginning of the 1980s. Following the second oil shock of 1979, a sharp
drop in output and exports slowed the world economy. Over the 1980–
1982 period, international trade reached its lowest growth rate in 35
years.18 Faced with persistent inflation and increasing levels of unem-
ployment, the developed countries reacted with a set of protectionist
and inward-looking policies. In his December 1979 draft introduction to
the Report, Brandt himself seemed fully aware of the magnitude of the
problems facing Northern governments, and recognized that the difficul-
ties of the time were ‘‘more serious than those of past recessions and
economic crises’’.19 The election of Margaret Thatcher in the United
Kingdom (1979) and of Ronald Reagan in the United States (1980), fa-
cilitated by the prevailing economic stagnation, also contributed greatly
to the rejection of the development strategy put forward by the Brandt
Commission.
In addition to being published under harsh economic conditions, the

Brandt Report suffered from the consequences of rising geo-political ten-
sions. In 1979, the Islamist revolution in Iran and the Sandinista revolu-
tion in Nicaragua had begun to upset the fragile East–West equilibrium.
And in December of that same year, the spirit of détente collapsed com-
pletely when Soviet troops invaded Afghanistan. According to The Econ-
omist, the Brandt Report was ‘‘mauled on the road to Kabul’’.20 The
revival of the Cold War dramatically put into question everything in the
Commission’s work dealing with disarmament. More specifically, it belied
the notion that significant financial resources can suddenly be diverted
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from defence to development. One could hardly imagine a more hostile
economic and political environment for the Brandt Report to appear in.

The establishment of the Brandt Commission

As mentioned earlier, the initiative to establish ‘‘a private commission of
experienced and distinguished individuals . . . whose purpose would be to
assess the critical development issues confronting the world,’’ came from
Robert S. McNamara, the president of the World Bank from 1968 to
1981.21 McNamara made his idea public for the first time in January
1977 before the World Affairs Council of Boston, and he reiterated it a
few months later at the IMF–World Bank Annual Meeting. While it
may have contributed to reinforce the World Bank’s reputation as the
leading international think tank in the field of development, the Brandt
Commission, it should be stressed, was not directly sponsored or funded
by the Bank. In fact, Willy Brandt insisted on the Commission’s ‘‘inde-
pendence’’ being acknowledged even in its official designation. The Com-
mission’s expenditures were footed by a group of funders with a wide
variety of interests. The Dutch government paid for about half of the
costs linked to the production of the main report. The rest of the budget
was provided by a number of other national governments (Denmark,
Finland, India, Japan, Norway, Saudi Arabia, South Korea, Sweden,
and the United Kingdom), the Commission of European Communities,
OPEC, and various foundations and research centres.22

In September 1977, after some hesitation, Willy Brandt accepted
McNamara’s invitation to chair the Commission. As former Chancellor
of the Federal Republic of Germany and Nobel Peace Prize winner,
Brandt certainly had the prestige and skills to fill the post. McNamara’s
choice was nonetheless criticized in some circles, most notably in devel-
oping countries and in Germany. According to Brandt himself, his quali-
fication to chair the Commission no doubt came mainly from the lessons
he had learned with his Ostpolitik. This innovative foreign policy had
convinced him that ‘‘areas of common interest’’ could arise in spite of
‘‘irreconcilable ideological controversies’’.23

The Commission was composed of 21 members (the president, 17 com-
missioners, and 3 ex-officio members), all recruited on an individual basis
and not in their capacities as government officials. Despite the Commis-
sion’s paying careful attention to the issue of representation, the degree
to which it was actually representative of the international community
was partial at best. First, all the commissioners were linked to the inter-
national political and economic establishment. The most prominent of
them were three former heads of government: Eduardo Frei of Chile,
Edward Heath of the United Kingdom, and Olof Palme of Sweden. In

THE BRANDT COMMISSION AND NORTH–SOUTH POLITICS 31



terms of geography, contrary to the Pearson Commission, the Brandt
Commission’s centre of gravity leaned towards the South, since a major-
ity (11) of its members came from developing countries. One of its
serious handicaps, however, was the absence of commissioners from the
USSR, Eastern Europe, or China. In terms of gender, it nowadays ap-
pears deplorable that the Commission included only one woman. Finally,
in terms of political orientation, scrupulous efforts were made to avoid
‘‘the extremes of left and right’’,24 and to give the Commission a certain
ideological homogeneity.
Between December 1977 and December 1979, the Brandt Commission

held ten official meetings in different regions of the world to exchange
views with political leaders and development experts. These meetings
were supplemented by several less formal discussions. Given the lack of
commissioners from Communist countries, as noted above, the informal
talks between Willy Brandt and Leonid Brezhnev, the Secretary-General
of the Soviet Communist Party and then the Chinese prime minister, Hua
Guofeng, were of particular significance.25 After the Report’s publication
the Commission ceased to exist formally, but in response to public invita-
tions the commissioners met on five occasions between May 1980 and
December 1982. On 15 December 1982, Willy Brandt announced in
Ottawa that a Memorandum signed by the Commission would soon be
published. This updated version of the emergency programme contained
in the original report would, however, soon sink into oblivion.

The content of the report

The content of the Brandt Report reflects the broad mandate the Com-
mission had given itself at its first meeting, in December 1977. This man-
date consisted in studying ‘‘the grave global issues arising from the eco-
nomic and social disparities of the world community’’ and in proposing
‘‘ways of promoting adequate solutions to the problems involved in de-
velopment and in attacking absolute poverty’’.26 To achieve these objec-
tives, the Commission examined three main themes: the ‘‘record of de-
velopment’’; the ‘‘prospects for the world economy’’; and the ‘‘roads to
a new international economic order’’.27 The last of these three themes
was certainly the one presenting the greatest challenges. While constantly
aware of the need to provide practical responses to North–South ten-
sions, the Commission must ‘‘above all’’ seek ‘‘to carry conviction with
decision makers and with public opinion that profound changes are re-
quired in . . . international economic relations’’.28 The failure of this
‘‘evangelical’’ mission is what best explains the Brandt Commission’s lim-
ited influence.29
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As its full title indicates, the Brandt Report is concerned with the sur-
vival of humankind, a vast concern determined by the belief that ‘‘the
future of the world can rarely have seemed so endangered’’.30 Conse-
quently, peace stands out as a priority above all the others: ‘‘If reduced
to a simple denominator, this Report deals with peace’’.31 But although
it does leave room for the traditional approach whereby security is un-
derstood in military terms, the Brandt Commission probes the question
in more economic terms: ‘‘Much of the insecurity in the world is con-
nected with the divisions between rich and poor countries’’.32 The Re-
port maintains, in sum, that North–South relations are sitting on a time
bomb, which it is the international community’s duty to defuse.

It has often been remarked that the Brandt Commission innovated in
comparison with the Pearson Commission by introducing the ‘‘mutual
interests’’ argument to convince the developed countries to accept a re-
structuring of the international economic system. Thus, the need to main-
tain international stability, expand markets, preserve the environment,
and limit population growth represent material bases for the continued
growth of North–South interdependence. Since the prosperity of the
rich is linked to the progress of the poor, ‘‘the hard-headed self-interest’’
of the North should act as a powerful incentive for the strengthening
of international cooperation.33 Yet despite all the emphasis on interde-
pendence and the need to go beyond a charity-based conception of de-
velopment, the Brandt Report is ultimately anchored in ‘‘the great moral
imperatives that . . . are as valid internationally as they were and are na-
tionally’’.34 The Brandt Commission’s message appeals, ultimately, to
values more than to rational calculations, because ‘‘solidarity’’ is ‘‘some-
thing that goes beyond mutual interests’’.35 Building on this world-view,
the Report presents a list of recommendations to deal with the problem
of world poverty. And while one of its characteristics is to take into ac-
count the particular responsibilities of Southern governments, its atten-
tion focuses essentially on the external constraints on development.

The analysis of development financing is generally considered ‘‘the
crucial part’’ of the Brandt Report.36 Favouring a large-scale transfer of
resources to the Third World, the Report requests, first, that the devel-
oped countries live up to their commitment of allocating 0.7 per cent of
their GNP to development assistance, and recommends that target be
raised to 1 per cent before 2000. In order to help reach these goals, the
Commission proposes the establishment of a mechanism of automatic
taxation covering such things as arms exports or the exploration of sea-
bed minerals. Resurrecting an old idea, the Report furthermore suggests
a World Development Fund dedicated to programme lending be created
and jointly managed by the countries of the North and the South. The
Brandt Commission insists, finally, on the need to improve the basic
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structures of the international monetary system. To that end it proposes
to use Special Drawing Rights to move towards a form of international
currency, and to revise IMF decision-making procedures so as to give de-
veloping countries more power.
Another major concern of the Brandt Report is the expansion of world

trade and the equitable sharing of its benefits. While seeing oil as a
‘‘worldwide concern’’37 that requires a distinct strategy, the Report calls
for a new approach to strengthen the developing countries’ commodity
sector. Much in line with UNCTAD’s work, it stresses the importance
of stabilizing the prices of the raw materials exported by the South,
and strongly supports the negotiation of international commodity agree-
ments. With respect to the trade of manufactures, the Commission invites
the developed countries to roll back protectionist policies, which are es-
pecially detrimental to Third World exports. The Commission also advo-
cates the establishment of international codes of conduct to control the
activities of transnational corporations, limit restrictive business practi-
ces, and regulate the sharing of technology. In short, the Brandt Report
stands in favour of a trade regime based on rules rather than power
relations.
The Brandt Report devotes particular attention to disarmament and

development. Outraged by the fact that the international community at
that time spent US$450 billion on defence and only US$20 billion on
development assistance, the Commission adopts a resolutely pacifist posi-
tion: ‘‘More arms do not make mankind safer, only poorer’’.38 In order
to contain the arms race generated by East–West tensions, the Commis-
sion pleads in favour of more confidence-building measures and the rein-
forcement of détente. It also severely condemns the commercial pres-
sures placed on Northern governments to increase military exports to
the Third World and supports the negotiation of international agree-
ments to reduce the arms trade.
The Brandt Commission concluded its Report with a programme of

priorities emphasizing the ‘‘alarming prospects’’ of the 1980–1985 pe-
riod.39 The program sets out a four-pronged solution: a large-scale trans-
fer of resources to the South, a global energy policy, an international
food initiative, and a start to the reform of international institutions.40
This package, it is worth pointing out, relied on a delicate balance of in-
terests. The main objective of its four components was of course to spur
development throughout the Third World. Yet the food initiative was de-
signed more specifically to respond to the needs of the poorest countries,
whereas the energy policy was partly conceived as an answer to concerns
in the North. The very last recommendation of the Report, aimed at gen-
erating political impetus for its various proposals, was the holding of a
summit of selected world leaders.
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The 1983 Memorandum proposed a programme of action intended to
deal with the deterioration of the international economic environment
that occurred after the publication of the 1980 Report. Centred on the
analysis of the most recent trends in North–South politics, it does not ar-
ticulate any fundamentally new ideas. ‘‘The second Brandt Report’’, one
expert concluded, ‘‘shares much of the language and many of the recom-
mendations of the first Report’’.41 Rehashing the ‘‘mutual interests’’ ar-
gument, the document pleads for more coordination and interventionism
in the management of the world economy. But in calling on the ‘‘imagi-
nation, intelligence and courage’’ of international leaders to implement
these policy changes, Brandt II – just like Brandt I – was asking too
much.42

A concert of discordant reactions

The Brandt Commission triggered all sorts of reactions. The attitude of
the media and the public, albeit more favourable in Europe than in the
United States, was generally positive. Governments, for their part, ex-
pressed much more contrasted views. Quite predictably, the countries of
the North reacted to the Report with much less enthusiasm than those
of the South. Yet their reservations were hardly uniform, those ex-
pressed by the Scandinavian countries or by powers such as France and
Canada being much softer than the views of the United States and the
United Kingdom. Frankly inflexible, the Anglo-American response to
the Brandt Report stemmed from the conviction that ‘‘the greatest con-
tribution’’ the North could make to development was ‘‘to restore a buoy-
ant rate of growth in [the developed countries’] economies’’.43 In the
end, this was the world-view that prevailed.

Parallel to the debates in the media and foreign ministries, the Brandt
Report also generated major controversies among development experts.
But before turning to the content of these controversies, it is important to
point out that the Brandt Commission prompted reactions from an im-
pressive list of eminent scholars: Samir Amin, C. Fred Bergsten, Johan
Galtung, André Gunder Frank, Michael Lipton, Cranford Pratt, Dudley
Seers, Hans W. Singer, Frances Stewart, Susan Strange, Jan Tinbergen,
Robert Tucker, Barbara Ward, and Immanuel Wallerstein, all figure
among those who reviewed the Brandt Report. Few books throughout
the history of the social sciences have attracted such a high level of atten-
tion, and few have generated such contradictory assessments.

To better understand the range of opinions expressed across the whole
Right–Left spectrum it seems useful to identify two types of comments
that went beyond the usual ideological divisions. First, observers from
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very different political allegiances noted that the Report was discon-
nected from the political realities of the day, sometimes ‘‘to the point of
fantasy’’.44 This evaluation has led more than one author to argue that
the analysis of the Brandt Commission was superficial. The Report was
most notably criticized for its binary, unsophisticated interpretation of
the international system. Already in 1980, political geography was not as
simple as the terms ‘‘North’’ and ‘‘South’’ might suggest. Second, a num-
ber of scholars deplored the fact that the Report lacked originality. As
mentioned earlier, many of the recommendations made by the Brandt
Commission were no more than an update of proposals that had been
formulated elsewhere, at the United Nations in particular. That said, a
telling illustration of the natural inclination of intellectuals toward dis-
agreement came from the venerable Hans W. Singer, who, while recog-
nizing the report’s ‘‘lack of originality’’, suggested this ‘‘should be
counted as an asset rather than a liability!’’45
The harshest criticisms of the Brandt Report originated on the Right

of the political spectrum. Bergsten, for instance, regarded the Report as
little more than ‘‘an additional manifesto espousing the cause of the de-
veloping nations’’.46 A populist-conservative current argued that the
large-scale transfer of resources from North to South advocated by the
Brandt Commission would be damaging for both the Western countries
and the ‘‘ordinary people’’ in the South, and that it would serve only the
interests of Third World rulers.47 The Right unanimously rejected the
‘‘apocalyptic vision’’ of the international situation depicted by the Com-
mission.48 Things, according to that perspective, were after all not that
bad. In particular, it was suggested that the IMF, the World Bank and
the GATT had proved to be quite efficient in helping the countries of
the South face the economic downturn of the 1970s, and that the debt
problem was largely exaggerated. The Right also criticized the Brandt
Commission for having neglected several important issues such as infla-
tion, the role of the private sector, OPEC policies, and the lack of inter-
est of the Communist countries in North–South affairs. Overall, the Right
tended to view the Brandt Report as ‘‘counterproductive’’, basically be-
cause its moralizing tone was likely to engender a feeling of exasperation
in Northern countries.49
The evaluation of the Left was barely less critical than that of the

Right. Though it agreed with the Brandt Commission’s goal of a redis-
tribution of global wealth, the Left believed the reformist approach
adopted in the Report could only lead to a dead end and ‘‘a strengthen-
ing of the unequal development’’.50 Some authors stressed that the Re-
port reflected ‘‘an ethnocentric form of cultural imperialism’’, and others
that it did not deal with ‘‘the problem of political power’’.51 But the vast
majority concurred that the Brandt Commission had not investigated the
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root causes of poverty and that it had under-estimated the magnitude
of capitalism’s inherent contradictions. Gunder Frank argued that the
Keynesianism advocated by Brandt would advantage the rich of the
Third World much more than the poor, an idea that led Wallerstein to
deride the title of the Report: ‘‘The Commission’s ‘programme for sur-
vival’ ’’, this author wrote, ‘‘may be that of the survival of the system’’.52
In opposition to the Brandt Commission’s strategy supporting a greater
integration of the South into the world economy, Amin suggested the de-
veloping countries should follow a policy of ‘‘delinking’’ that would make
them less dependent on external markets.53 Finally, it would be an omis-
sion not to recall the sarcasm of the Left, which often asked why all the
‘‘good ideas’’ of the Brandt Commission had not been implemented
while several of its members were political leaders in their respective
countries.

The preceding summary is of course too brief to account for all the
nuances of a complex debate. For, undeniably, the Right as well as the
Left have occasionally supported specific elements of the Brandt Report,
regarding energy or disarmament, for instance. The fact remains that the
Commission’s best allies were found at the social-democratic Centre.54
Analysts of the Centre stressed, first, that producing a unanimous Report
was in itself one of the Commission’s most remarkable achievements.55
Secondly, these analysts argued that the proposals of the Report were
generally constructive because they opened ‘‘new vistas and new possibil-
ities’’ in the management of North–South relations.56 Accustomed to
controversies among experts, Lipton founded his positive evaluation on
common sense: ‘‘Academics can, and will, find many flaws in the Brandt
Report. However, it is the best Brandt Report we have; and it has got the
essentials right’’.57 In the same vein, Ward supported the conclusions of
the Commission by pointing out that there was no other alternative in
sight: ‘‘Even if the Brandt proposals are no more than an insurance
policy’’, she contended, ‘‘it is worth paying the premiums’’.58 Yet it
would be erroneous to claim that support from the Centre was uncondi-
tional. Singer, for instance, revealed that his reading of the Report had
made him move ‘‘from praise to grumbling, and vice versa’’; one of the
major weaknesses of the Report, in his view, was that it evaded the whole
question of the implementation of its recommendations.59 Much more
critical, Seers concluded that the publication of the Report had probably
worsened the climate for North–South negotiations.60

This overview demonstrates that very few experts were entirely con-
vinced of the Brandt Report’s proposed method of reconciling solidarity
and mutual interests or the relevance of its solutions. What is also clear is
that since the Report was in the ‘‘centrist Fabian tradition’’,61 it quite
naturally received its warmest welcome within that tradition.

THE BRANDT COMMISSION AND NORTH–SOUTH POLITICS 37



The impact of the Commission

The influence of the Brandt Commission can be examined by distinguish-
ing its short-term from its long-term impact. In the short term, the Brandt
Report served mainly as a catalyst for the organization of the Cancún
Summit in October 2001. The scant results of that meeting of political
leaders from North and South were to prefigure the unfolding of future
events. Although the Report still remains an intellectual milestone for
contemporary supporters of the ‘‘UN paradigm’’, the passage of time
has largely marginalized the concept of development that it put forward.

The Cancún Summit

In order to follow up on the Report’s very last recommendation, that of
organizing a summit of selected world leaders devoted to development
issues, Willy Brandt met with chancellor Bruno Kreisky of Austria in
May 1980. It was in the wake of this initial contact that Mexico’s presi-
dent, José López Portillo, agreed to host a North–South summit. Sceptics
feared a failure similar to what had happened at the 1975–1977 Paris
Conference, and warned against excessive expectations. But the interna-
tional community was generally supportive of the idea that a high-level
meeting could impart symbolic and political impetus to a North–South
dialogue that had become over-bureaucratized.
Among the great powers, the USSR refused to participate. China, for

its part, seized upon the occasion to signal its renewed commitment to-
wards development diplomacy. Concerned by the presidential campaign
at home and the hostage crisis in Iran, the Americans were particularly
reluctant to acknowledge the potential usefulness of such a summit. US
hesitations were finally overcome in April 1981, after a meeting between
presidents Reagan and López Portillo. In order to bring the United
States on board, however, the Mexican president had to make a conces-
sion: Cuba – which was then Chair of the Non-Aligned Movement –
would not be invited to Cancún.62 In the end, 22 states – 8 from the
North and 14 from the South – took part in the Summit, in addition to
the UN Secretary-General.63
The planning of the Summit was organized at a series of preparatory

sessions where the United States made it clear the meeting should not
seek to come up with ‘‘binding resolutions and formal commitments’’.64
Four general themes of discussion were put on the agenda: food, trade,
energy, and finance. The developing countries were hoping that, due to
its informal setting, the Summit could serve as a launching pad for global
negotiations on international economic issues, within the UN framework.
But just a few days before the opening of the meeting, President Reagan
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gave an important speech with a sobering message. Reagan argued that
through its trade and aid policies the United States already contributed
more than any other country to the development of the Third World, re-
affirming his full confidence in the market economy and existing interna-
tional economic institutions.65 After this preamble, the Cancún Summit
could hardly be expected to produce a programme of substantial reforms.

As is the custom in this kind of diplomatic gathering, the participants
agreed that the very fact they had met to discuss global economic prob-
lems was in itself a success. But although there was some progress on
agriculture and energy, most observers considered the results ‘‘insubstan-
tial and disappointing’’.66 No agreement was reached on the opening of
global negotiations. Perhaps more tellingly, the participants rejected the
idea of institutionalizing their forum. Even the most optimistic who, like
Willy Brandt, maintained that Cancún had produced some new consen-
sus, had to admit there was a ‘‘setback’’ in North–South relations after
the Summit.67 When the second Brandt Report was released in 1983,
the ‘‘lost decade of development’’ was well under way. Its content looked
too much like déjà vu to receive any serious attention.

North–South politics in stalemate

After 1983, the ideas of the Brandt Commission, as well as the whole
NIEO project, were placed unequivocally at the bottom of the interna-
tional agenda. More broadly, North–South politics lost the momentum it
had gained in the 1960s and 1970s. Over the two ‘‘post-Brandt’’ decades,
development has been marked by several changes, including the debt
crisis, the end of the Cold War, and the rise of globalization. But beyond
these structural transformations, two major ideological shifts best explain
why the proposals of the Brandt Report were never able to take hold.

First, the very idea of a homogeneous South, sharing common inter-
ests, was increasingly criticized. The widening gulf between the high per-
formance economies of East Asia and the stagnant economies of sub-
Saharan Africa put into doubt the image of a Third World joined by the
chains of underdevelopment. Because of this fragmentation, reflected in
the ‘‘promotion’’ of some countries like Mexico and South Korea into
Northern institutions, the North–South divide became blurred.68 The
second shift followed the rise of neo-liberalism. During the 1980s, a
mixture of liberalization, deregulation and privatization came to be seen
as the only economic policy alternative. Actively promoted by the Bret-
ton Woods institutions, the new orthodoxy – dubbed the ‘‘Washington
Consensus’’ – altered the very dynamics of North–South politics. Devel-
opment was to a large extent redefined as a process aimed at increasing
the role of the market and reducing that of the state.69 In this shifting en-
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vironment, the Keynesian social-democratic vision of the Brandt Report
was considerably discredited.
In spite of these inauspicious conditions, the ideas of the Brandt Com-

mission proved to be surprisingly resilient. Until 1987, for example, the
Brandt Commission Research agency (BCR) continued to provide infor-
mation to governments and the public about the Brandt reports and
North–South issues. In 2001, the former BCR agency gave rise to the
Brandt 21 Forum, an NGO mandated ‘‘to carry on the original work of
the Brandt Commission’’.70 In a detailed report published in 2002 to
follow up on the Brandt Report’s main recommendations, the Brandt 21
Forum firmly asserted, ‘‘the international community has not responded
to [the Brandt Commission’s] proposals in any meaningful way’’.71 Eager
to get development back on track, the Brandt 21 Forum put forward a
global action programme centred on an emergency relief initiative and a
worldwide referendum organized by the UN General Assembly.72 Based
to a great extent on a Brandtian approach, such ideas may sound idealis-
tic to many, yet they find favour within a large segment of the develop-
ment NGO community.
On a different level, the Brandt Commission affected other interna-

tional commissions concerned with development issues. In 1987, Gro
Harlem Brundtland, the Chairwoman of the World Commission on Envi-
ronment and Development, explicitly presented her own report as a
follow-up to both the Brandt Report and the report of the Indepen-
dent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues, chaired by Olof
Palme.73 A few years later, in 1990, Willy Brandt was the main initiator
of the discussions that were to lead to the creation of the Commission on
Global Governance. Shortly before he died in 1992, it was Brandt himself
who approached Ingvar Carlsson, former prime minister of Sweden, and
Shridath Ramphal, former Secretary-General of the Commonwealth and
member of the Brandt Commission, to co-chair the new international
commission. Predictably, several of the proposals contained in the report
of the Commission on Global Governance, Our Global Neighbourhood,
were similar to those formulated fifteen years earlier by the Brandt Com-
mission.74 Lastly, it is significant that as recently as 2002 the Party of
European Socialists called for ‘‘an authoritative follow-up to the Brandt
Report for the new century’’.75 Whether or not this specific project goes
ahead, it clearly shows that the Brandt Commission enjoys a legitimacy
that has not faded away and that it still has the capacity to mobilize
people.
That the ideas of the Brandt Commission are still alive is largely due,

of course, to the persistence of many of the problems identified in 1980.
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, global inequality is on the
increase, as income disparities between and within countries widen. Fif-
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teen percent of the world’s population now controls 80 per cent of global
wealth.76 Despite a reduction of absolute poverty in relative terms,
nearly 3 billion people live on less than $2 a day, and 800 million are un-
dernourished.77 Recognizing the alarming character of the situation, the
147 heads of state and government who gathered at the 2000 UN Millen-
nium Summit agreed that the fight against poverty was the international
community’s highest priority and committed themselves to halve global
poverty by 2015. As to whether this objective will be reached or not, the
jury is still out. But for the purpose of this study, what should be high-
lighted first and foremost is that the Millennium Declaration and the
Millennium Development Goals represent the world’s first systematic
response, twenty years later, to the challenges described in the Brandt
Report.

Conclusion

The Brandt Commission had very little direct influence on the rules of
the international economic order. At bottom, it was unable to convince
the governments of the North to accept a set of reforms which, to a large
extent, had already been rejected in various international forums. The
reasons for this impasse, however, have never been totally elucidated.
According to one observer from the South, the proposals of the Report
fell ‘‘between two stools: . . . they [were] too radical for the national es-
tablishments in most industrial and many developing countries but
[were] not audacious enough to deal with the global problems of the
1980s’’.78 Yet, as an analyst from the North has suggested, one cannot
rule out the hypothesis that the Brandt Commission ‘‘no doubt knew full
well that their recommendations would not likely be implemented’’.79
The debate thus remains open: was the Brandt Commission naive or vol-
untarily idealist?

Although it produced few concrete results, the Brandt Commission
stands nonetheless as a landmark in the evolution of global governance.
From a general perspective, it certainly gave an intellectual push to the
study of globalization. It also strongly contributed to institutionalizing
and legitimizing the practice of international commissions, where elder
statespersons are invited to share their visions of the world in order to
move public opinion. That said, the field of development is, quite natu-
rally, where the effect of the Brandt Commission has been the greatest.
Even though many of the arguments expressed by the Commission had
already been formulated within the UN system, it is fair to say that to
date no UN report has been able to articulate such a sophisticated global
Keynesian view. Because it was able to realize a high level of synthesis,
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intertwining development with security issues and philosophical notions
with empirical facts, the Brandt Report became at once a best-seller and
a monument of social-democratic thinking.
Additionally, the problems illuminated by the Brandt Commission

remain, after two decades, extraordinarily current. The recent return of
poverty to the international agenda has already been noted. The Brandt
Report’s approach to the relationship between security and development
also appears altogether timely in the aftermath to 11 September 2001.
When the president of the World Bank today declares, ‘‘without dealing
with the question of poverty, no part of the world is going to be peace-
ful’’, he echoes the Brandt Commission’s statement that ‘‘[h]e who wants
to ban war must also ban mass poverty’’.80 Finally, those fighting at the
beginning of the twenty-first century for a more equal distribution of
global wealth ground their action on the very principles defended by
the Brandt Commission: interdependence and solidarity. Indeed, with
the rise of globalization, the moral force of these two ideas has only
grown stronger.
Thanks to the wisdom of hindsight, it is easy to point out the mistakes

of the Brandt Commission. Locked into a conception of the Third World
inherited from the post-war era, its Report put too much emphasis on the
state, focused on helping poor countries instead of poor people, and
failed to question a development model based on economic growth and
consumerism. It is also true that the Brandt Report was somewhat
simplistic – and perhaps hypocritical – in suggesting the cure to world
poverty amounted to a magic wand called ‘‘political will’’.81 But though
it fell short of providing all the right answers, the Brandt Report suc-
ceeded in asking vital questions and in articulating unifying ideals. This
was no small feat. And that is why, despite all its limitations, the Brandt
Report is a document whose reformist thinking has to this day continued
to inform the international debate between the ‘‘Bretton Woods para-
digm’’ and the ‘‘UN paradigm’’, that is, between the liberal and the
social-democratic visions of development.
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4. Frances Stewart (1983) ‘‘Brandt II – The Mirage of Collective Action in a Self-Serving
World’’, Third World Quarterly 5(3) (July): 649.

5. See Independent Commission on International Development Issues, note 3 above, p. 3;
and James B. Quilligan (2002) The Brandt Equation: 21st Century Blueprint for the New
Global Economy, Philadephia, Brandt 21 Forum, p. 5.
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65. See Ibid.; and Institut Français des Relations Internationales (IFRI) (1982) Ramses

1982: Rapport annuel mondial sur le système économique et les stratégies, Paris: Économ-
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The Palme Commission:
New thinking about security

Geoffrey Wiseman*

At the end of the 1970s and in the early 1980s, mutual hostility between
East and West intensified, undoing years of détente and posing a sharply
increased risk of nuclear confrontation between the Soviet Union (USSR)
and the United States of America (US). In that atmosphere, the 1982 Re-
port of the Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security Is-
sues, under the chairmanship of the former Swedish Prime Minister Olof
Palme, challenged the prevailing doctrine about nuclear deterrence by
advancing the notion of ‘‘common security’’ – the idea that international
security should be based not on mutual deterrence, but on mutual inter-
ests in avoiding nuclear war. Further, the Commission argued famously
that security can best be achieved with, rather than against, the adver-
sary, through UN-sponsored collective security and a wide range of
disarmament, arms control, and confidence-building measures (CBMs),
including the adoption of less threatening military policies. In the Com-
mission’s view, security is shared, not zero-sum.1
The Palme Commission, as it became known after Olof Palme’s assas-

sination in 1986, is generally credited with coining and popularizing the
‘‘common security’’ term.2 Yet, two decades after the Palme Commission
Report’s release, it remains unclear whether common security is an idea,
a theory, a principle, a policy, a strategic prescription, or a scheme for
world order.3 This chapter seeks to clarify this issue, but its primary task
is to analyse the policy relevance and intellectual significance of the
Palme Commission. It does so, first, by examining the Commission’s ori-
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gins, membership, and leadership. Secondly, the chapter considers the
impact of the Palme Commission’s Report and activities in the context
of two key international debates: (a) the 1980s security controversies
about NATO and Warsaw Pact military doctrine and (b) the 1990s (and
ongoing) argument about why the Cold War came to an end. Finally, the
chapter assesses the Palme Commission’s record of success and failure,
concluding with some general observations about its contribution to the
‘‘ideas’’ literature.

The Commission’s origins, membership, leadership

The idea of an international commission devoted to security problems or-
iginated from a suggestion by Philip Noel-Baker, a leading British disar-
mament advocate since the 1920s. David Owen, the former British La-
bour Foreign Minister, claimed that both he and Palme ‘‘together . . . set
about establishing’’ the Commission modelled on Willy Brandt’s Devel-
opment Commission.4 A secretariat was established in Vienna, with the
support of Bruno Kreisky, then Prime Minister of Austria and Leader of
the Austrian Social Democratic Party. The Palme Commission’s goals, as
described in its terms of reference, were threefold: (1) to chart a long-
term course towards eventual disarmament; (2) to focus attention on
short-term opportunities for arms control; and (3) to stimulate an in-
formed public debate.5

In addition to Olof Palme, former Prime Minister of Sweden and chair-
man of the Swedish Social Democratic Party (then in opposition), there
were sixteen members of differing national and political backgrounds
from East and West, North and South. The Soviet Union, which did not
have a member on the Brandt Commission, was represented. The Soviet
Commissioner was Georgi Arbatov, the long-time director of the Insti-
tute for the United States and Canada, ISKAN. Cyrus Vance, President
Carter’s Secretary of State, agreed to join following his resignation over
the disastrous US hostage-rescue mission in Iran. Western European
membership looked, in Owen’s description, ‘‘slightly like an offshoot of
the Socialist International’’.6 These Commissioners included Egon Bahr,
the former West German politician and adviser to Chancellor Brandt;
Gro Harlem Brundtland, the Norwegian Labour Party leader who be-
came prime minister while serving on the Commission; and Joop den
Uyl, the Dutch Labour Party leader who also became prime minister dur-
ing the Commission’s term – all were prominent members of the Socialist
International. Commissioners from the ‘‘South’’ included Olusegun Oba-
sanjo, the former Nigerian military head of state who became elected
president in 1999; Shridath ‘‘Sonny’’ Ramphal, the charismatic former
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foreign minister of Guyana and long-serving Secretary-General of
the Commonwealth; Salim Salim, foreign minister of Tanzania; Alfonso
Garcia-Robles, a distinguished Mexican disarmament expert and diplo-
mat (who in 1982 shared the Nobel Peace Prize with the Swedish disar-
mament advocate Alva Myrdal); and Soedjatmoko, the Indonesian leftist
intellectual and former ambassador to the US during the Nixon adminis-
tration.7 Commission members served in a ‘‘private capacity’’ and ‘‘not
under instruction from their respective governments’’.8 Thus, the Com-
mission was an example of what later became widely known as ‘‘second-
track diplomacy’’.
Roughly speaking, a left/liberal internationalist worldview prevailed.

In the more colourful words of an American journalist at the time, the
Commission included ‘‘out-of-power Western liberals’’, ‘‘neutralists’’,
‘‘leftists’’, ‘‘communists’’, and a complement of ‘‘Third Worlders’’.9 A
left-liberal perspective was also generally reflected in the Commission’s
secretariat and small team of advisers.10 As Commission chairman, Olof
Palme – arguably Sweden’s best-known international political figure of
the twentieth century, second only to Dag Hammarskjöld – imposed a
very strong personal imprint on its work.11 In a sense, Swedish social de-
mocracy set the normative tone of the Commission, which was pragmatic
yet progressivist. A role for small and medium-sized states was envis-
aged, and cooperative processes would involve non-state actors, social
groups, as well as regional and international institutions.
The Commission was launched in Vienna in September 1980 and met –

during its most important phase – twelve times in capitals around the
world until April 1982. Governments of Commission members hosted
and largely funded Commission meetings, with some private foundation
support. Palme, as Commission Chairman, often met with heads of gov-
ernment during Commission meetings. In addition, individual commis-
sioners met with other high-level senior government officials. In Hard
Choices, Cyrus Vance later described meeting his former counterpart,
Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, during a Commission meeting
in Moscow in June 1981, but then as ‘‘a private citizen’’.12 The Commis-
sion heard a range of opinion from government officials, diplomats, and
experts. The Report’s account of these views carefully presents a picture
of balance between East and West, although internal tensions reflective
of the times were conspicuous, as Gro Harlem Brundtland recounted in
her 2002 memoir.13
The Common Security report was published in June 1982, in time to be

presented to the (ad hoc) United Nations Special Session on Disarma-
ment (UNSSOD) in New York and then in December to the (perma-
nent) UN Conference on Disarmament in Geneva, where several coun-
tries submitted reservations.14 The Palme Commission continued to
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meet throughout the 1980s, but it lost momentum after Olof Palme’s
death in 1986. In 1989, the Commission issued its Final Report, A World
at Peace, in Stockholm.15

International policy context

The Palme Commission was established in the context of widespread in-
ternational concern about growing East–West hostility and perceptions
of an increased risk of nuclear war. There were reasons for this concern.
As the 1970s ended, relations between the Soviet Union and the US de-
teriorated over armed conflicts in the Persian Gulf, the Horn of Africa,
and, especially, Afghanistan. Simultaneously, Europe relapsed into a pe-
riod of intense East–West hostility often described as the ‘‘Second Cold
War’’.16 This hostility arose primarily from NATO’s 1979 decision to
modernize its intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) to match the So-
viet deployment of SS-20 long-range theatre nuclear missiles in Eastern
Europe. INF – Cruise and Pershing II – missile deployment, rooted in
the NATO strategy of ‘‘flexible response’’, would maintain NATO’s op-
erational capacity at the intermediate level.17

The 1979 ‘‘dual-track’’ decision, as it was called, involved modernizing
INF while at the same time pursuing negotiations with the USSR to re-
duce and balance these forces. The decision was widely interpreted as
giving credibility to NATO’s willingness to be the first to use nuclear
weapons under flexible response to forestall a conventional Warsaw
Pact attack. NATO’s apparent growing reliance on ‘‘first use’’ of nuclear
weapons was seen as increasing the likelihood of a nuclear confrontation
in Western Europe. A further complication for NATO was that increased
official speculation about fighting and winning nuclear confrontations ac-
companied the INF decision, stimulated in the late 1970s by the neutron
bomb crisis and even more so by US plans to build a powerful, new offen-
sive counter-force missile system – the MX – thought to be relatively in-
vulnerable to a Soviet missile attack. Critics of this NATO trend towards
nuclear dependency generally wanted to strengthen conventional defen-
ces and to raise the nuclear threshold by decreasing reliance on nuclear
first use. But even NATO plans to improve its conventional strength en-
visaged interdicting and destroying Warsaw Pact ‘‘follow-on forces’’ deep
in Pact territory and were thus seen as offensive and provocative. Addi-
tionally, the US arms build-up and the Reagan administration’s sharp
rhetoric on political and security issues caused further public concern in
Europe.

Largely because of these developments in NATO policy, the peace
movement in Europe and North America experienced a dramatic revival
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in the early 1980s. Demonstrations against NATO’s planned deployment
of the Cruise and Pershing missiles were most intense in the five Western
European countries where the missiles were to be deployed. While focus-
ing on INF modernization, activist peace groups and the revitalized peace
research movement also addressed NATO’s plans for strengthening its
conventional forces.
Against this tense international background, the Commission’s main

objective was essentially ‘‘to bring new ideas and thoughts to the subject
of disarmament’’.18 The Commissioners expressed their concerns about
the breakdown in superpower relations, focusing particularly on NATO’s
reliance on nuclear first use, and seeking to provide an intellectual basis
to counter the perceived trend towards nuclear war-fighting.19 However,
they differed over precisely what to do with nuclear weapons in Western
Europe, ultimately reaching a compromise proposal for a ‘‘battlefield-
nuclear-weapon-free zone’’, a 150 km corridor on both sides of the
East–West divide. This proposal was designed to reduce the concentra-
tion of forces required for surprise attack, lower the danger of nuclear es-
calation, and raise the nuclear threshold.20
The Commission’s general view, which became a peace movement slo-

gan, was twofold: nuclear weapons were militarily useless, and a nuclear
war could never be won and must never be fought. The Commission’s
180-page Report concluded with a long list of recommendations and pro-
posals inter alia for drastic cuts in strategic and shorter-range nuclear
arms, a comprehensive nuclear test ban, a global chemical weapons
treaty, limits on conventional forces, nuclear non-proliferation, perma-
nent UN stand-by forces, and regional conferences on security and coop-
eration.21
In some respects, the Commission was ahead of its time on many of

these specific policy proposals. However, it was at the more general, con-
ceptual (rather than specific policy) level that the Commission made its
mark. In advancing the Commission’s belief that real (i.e. common) secu-
rity can be achieved only through mutual understanding between adver-
saries, the Report referred at several points to the need for countries
to retain a restricted, non-permissive view of the self-defence norm and
to develop ‘‘non-threatening strategies’’. After 1982, common security
came to be seen by many as providing not only an alternative to nuclear
deterrence but also an umbrella concept for the defensive complex of
ideas variously known as non-offensive defence, defensive defence, and
non-provocative defence.22 The Report did not develop very sophisti-
cated views on non-offensive defence. In fact, some of its supporters de-
veloped the defensive idea and gave it prominence. In this way, common
security and non-offensive ideas became closely linked.
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The Palme Commission and international security debate
in the 1980s

In the years following the Palme Report’s publication, the idea of com-
mon security and non-offensive defence ‘‘spread’’ via different channels
and in different forms to several Western European countries, to the US,
to regions such as the Asia-Pacific, and, as discussed separately in the fol-
lowing section, to the Soviet Union. There is much evidence to support
this claim.

Reflecting the perceived ‘‘offensive’’ shifts in NATO doctrine de-
scribed above and the peace movement’s re-emergence, several West
European opposition parties incorporated common security and non-
offensive defence concepts into their party debates and policy platforms,
following the release of the Palme Report. The most significant early case
in this regard was West Germany. Drawing on the influence of common
security advocates such as Brandt and Egon Bahr and the writings of
German defensive theorists such as Horst Afheldt, the Social Democratic
Party (SPD) considered a radical strategic departure from NATO doc-
trine. By 1986, the SPD adopted a new security platform, proposing a de-
fensive strategy for both West Germany and NATO based on a ‘‘struc-
tural incapability of attack’’ and an East–West partnership in which
both sides recognize each other’s basic security needs.23

Unsurprisingly, the Palme Report attracted early interest in the Nordic
countries, especially in Sweden. The major Stockholm newspapers car-
ried reports on its release.24 The Stockholm International Peace Re-
search Institute (SIPRI), a leading institute funded by the Swedish Parlia-
ment, actively promoted the Report, and – with assistance from the
Swedish Foreign Ministry – convened an international conference in Sep-
tember 1983 to develop common security policies.25 In Norway, Johan
Jørgen Holst, a Palme Commission consultant, supported his own cau-
tious (minimalist) version of common security in which nuclear deter-
rence played a central role. However, Sverre Lodgaard, of the Peace
Research Institute of Oslo (PRIO), promoted a maximalist version of
common security and non-offensive defence ideas.26 Johan Galtung, a
prominent peace researcher for some 20 years, endorsed the common se-
curity idea and its defensive message (which he called transarmament);
but he was scathing about what he regarded as the Report’s cautious pol-
icy prescriptions.27 In Denmark, the opposition Social Democratic Party
adopted a 1986 security platform based on ‘‘defensive defence’’ ideas, al-
though public controversy there focused on whether to allow port visits
by nuclear-armed NATO warships. Even so, the Danish parliament con-
tinued to fund the Copenhagen Centre for Peace and Conflict Research
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(which became the Copenhagen Peace Research Institute, COPRI, in the
1990s), then a leading, independent European research centre advocating
non-offensive defence ideas.28
In Britain, resistance to NATO nuclear weapons modernization, led

by the opposition Labour Party and the Campaign for Nuclear Disarma-
ment, emphasized unilateral nuclear disarmament rather than common
security and defensively oriented doctrines. Nonetheless, the Labour
Party formally supported common security and also the idea that – in
the words of Labour’s Foreign Affairs spokesman Denis Healey – the al-
liances should make ‘‘their defensive preparations less provocative and
more transparent’’.29 After the disastrous general elections of 1983 and
1987, at least partly attributable to its position on nuclear weapons, La-
bour abandoned unilateral nuclear disarmament in 1989. This lack of
broad public support for nuclear disarmament notwithstanding, the peace
movement in Britain did contribute to the Europe-wide atmosphere of
protest against NATO policies. Alternative defence research activities
and publications emerged, the best known being the first, and main, re-
port of the Alternative Defence Commission.30 Peace researchers such
as Frank Barnaby and Robert Neild, both former directors of SIPRI in
Sweden, wrote about common security and defensive ideas (although
not President Reagan’s Strategic Defence Initiative, SDI, about which
they were highly critical).31 So, too, did the small Foundation for Inter-
national Security, which published a number of books advancing pro-
posals for NATO under the common security and ‘‘defensive deter-
rence’’ rubrics.32 Finally, several British International Relations scholars
– such as Barry Buzan, Ken Booth, Adam Roberts and Peter Mangold –
wrote about common security and defensive ideas from various perspec-
tives.33
In Western Europe, therefore, a left-leaning critique of NATO policies

emerged in the 1980s, one that was centrally informed by common secu-
rity and non-offensive defence ideas. One of the ironies of this critique is
that it appeared to have no direct influence whatsoever on official NATO
policy.34 The critics saw their ideas treated with much official public scep-
ticism in the West, including in Washington, DC.
In the US, the Palme Commission’s impact on security debates during

the turbulent 1980s was, by most realist accounts, negligible. For exam-
ple, a pro-NATO Swedish critic of common security, Ingemar Dörfer,
pointed out that ‘‘The Report was never reviewed in International Secu-
rity, or dedicated an article in Foreign Affairs. More problematically, the
Harvard Nuclear Study Group’s book [Living with Nuclear Weapons]
ignored it, even though this became the standard book for the educated
public’’.35 While it is true that the Palme Report received little media
and mainstream academic attention, and had less direct impact in the
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US than in Western Europe, this view of the Commission and the man-
ner in which it assessed the influence of ideas (short-term media coverage
and citation and publication rates in established/establishment journals)
is too narrow and underestimates other indirect forms of impact.

Common security and non-offensive defence ideas made their way into
the American security discourse, rather than the debate, in several less
obvious ways. First, the common security watchword was adopted by
some leading American Nuclear Weapons Freeze Campaign activist-
writers, of those, Randall Forsberg perhaps being the best-known. And
the term appeared in the sub-title of a book – From Protest to Policy: Be-
yond the Freeze to Common Security – written by another key Freeze
activist, Pam Solo.36 However, as David Cortright and Ron Pagnucco
have shown, the US peace movement never fully developed its trans-
national links with its Western European counterparts, thus common se-
curity did not catch on more widely within the Freeze movement.37

Secondly, there is some evidence that the Reagan administration may
in fact have been aware of common security thinking, even accepting
some of its ideas while refusing to acknowledge this fact. In a 1982 Wash-
ington Post article, Stephen S. Rosenfeld argued (after interviewing
Cyrus Vance) that the European peace movement had ‘‘already had
measurable impact on [President] Reagan, leading him to soften his
statements on nuclear war and his policies on arms control’’. In Rosen-
feld’s view, the Palme Report invoked the peace movement constituency
in the US as well as in Europe. Moreover, Rosenfeld argued, the Com-
mission’s proposal for a battlefield-nuclear-free zone reflected a long-
held concern of some conservative American defence planners who
feared that a crisis in Central Europe would force the President or a field
commander to ‘‘go nuclear’’.38 Some common security advocates later
claimed that the conservatives actually co-opted Palme’s ideas, albeit
without acknowledgement. For instance, Palme Commission consultant
Barry Blechman argued that statements by US and Soviet leaders on nu-
clear war in the late 1980s mirrored common security language.39

A third reason why common security’s impact in the US is under-
estimated is that some well-placed members of the liberal policy-
oriented, think-tank community in Washington, DC, undoubtedly aware
of common security, chose to deal with it in a highly pragmatic way.
These analysts dropped the term in favour of cooperative security and
published a number of well-received works under this banner, a perfect
example being a major volume edited by Janne E. Nolan, Global En-
gagement: Cooperation and Security in the 21st Century.40 This tactic of
rendering certain ideas more acceptable in a new political context can
be described as ideas re-labelling.41 Also worthy of mention in this re-
gard is a 1991 book edited by Richard Smoke and a Russian counterpart
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Andrei Kortunov. Their book, Mutual Security: A New Approach to So-
viet–American Relations, was clearly influenced by the common security
debate (they too preferred a different term). And, significantly in terms
of my argument, the Prefaces to the book were written by Vance and Ar-
batov, both Palme Commissioners.42
Fourthly, some important theoretical International Relations scholar-

ship in the US revealed an awareness of the European common security
and defensive debate, but these scholars chose not to engage it in any
systematic manner. Rather, the American theory debates about coopera-
tive and defensive security approaches focused heavily on security di-
lemma theorizing and a rationalist social-scientific search for a predictive,
rather than prescriptive, ‘‘offence-defence theory’’.43
Taking these four points into account, then, suggests that the Palme

Commission’s direct impact in the US was limited. However, this impact
was not negligible as conservative critics claim, since its indirect influence
was partially masked by a deliberate act of relabelling by pragmatic
‘‘ideas-brokers’’, a tactic designed to circumvent the country’s relatively
conservative political culture.
Palme Commission ideas surfaced elsewhere around the world, such as

in the Asia-Pacific region. From the mid-1980s through the early 1990s in
particular, several Palme Commission themes resonated in this large, un-
wieldy, and emerging ‘‘region’’. These themes included scepticism about
the utility of nuclear weapons for the enhancement of regional security;
the need for less-offensive conventional forces, especially air and mari-
time platforms; the role of economic prosperity as a basis for peace; and
the belief that security and cooperation could be enhanced through re-
gional organizations.
The main ‘‘ideas-carriers’’, however, were not regional members of the

Palme Commission.44 Ideas about common security and non-offensive
defence travelled to the Asia-Pacific region via two main channels, influ-
encing the security discourse there in limited yet subtle ways.45 The first
channel for these ideas was a loosely connected network of international
social democratic political figures, peace activists, and peace research
scholars based in, or linked to, Australia and New Zealand.46 For exam-
ple, the governing Australian Labor Party embraced the concept in its
party platform under Foreign Minister Bill Hayden in the mid-1980s
and, by the late 1980s, Foreign Minister Gareth Evans often referred it
in speeches and policy statements. While still Foreign Minister in the
1990s, Evans co-wrote a book with Bruce Grant, a former Australian
High Commissioner to India, in which the following appeared:

[The end of the Cold War] represents the coming of age of a concept which
seemed visionary, maybe even fantastical, when it was first articulated by a group
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of statesmen from many different continents under the leadership of the late
Swedish Prime Minister, Olof Palme, in 1982. This is the concept of ‘‘common se-
curity’’, sometimes also called ‘‘co-operative security’’.47

This quote clearly shows high-level governmental interest in common
security as a basis for a new regionally oriented foreign policy. It also
shows Evans’s evolving interest in the cooperative security concept, one
on which he eventually settled because, as he argued, it encapsulated
common, comprehensive, and UN-style collective security.48 Whereas
Evans emphasized the common security side of the Palme Report, peace
movement and academic critics published several works emphasizing the
Report’s defensive message. These critics argued that the Labor govern-
ment was abandoning defensive self-reliance for a new version of forward
defence – echoing left/peace movement criticisms of NATO in Europe.
The critics urged the government to concentrate on continental de-
fence.49 Whereas the Australian debate was more concerned with com-
mon security’s cooperative and defensive aspects, public debate in New
Zealand focused on common security’s anti-nuclear message at a time
when the Lange Labor Government revoked visiting port rights to US
nuclear warships. In sum, Palme Commission ideas – associated with
Western European social democracy – found their way to, and an audi-
ence in, distant Australasia.

The second channel through which Western European common secu-
rity thinking entered the Asia-Pacific security discourse was, perhaps
even more oddly, via Soviet diplomacy. During the Cold War, there had
been deep regional cynicism about proposals for region-wide, multil-
ateral security mechanisms, such as one advanced by Soviet leader
Brezhnev (at a time when the Soviet navy was expanding its presence in
the strategically significant North Pacific). In the late 1980s, Gorbachev
proposed new security- and confidence-building arrangements for the
region, including the idea of ‘‘defensive’’ naval exercises in the North
Pacific. Gorbachev’s proposals (as will be argued in the next section)
clearly reflected common security ideas, but were greeted with wide-
spread official scepticism in the region and did not catch on. However,
common security and non-offensive defence were applied with little fan-
fare to long-standing regional security problems such as Soviet/Russian
border disputes with China and India, as well as to the fragile Korean
peninsula.50

There is also some evidence that common/cooperative security advo-
cates helped catalyse a host of regionally based ideas – initially emerging
from ‘‘peripheral’’ Pacific states, Australia and Canada – for new, in-
clusive approaches to regional security dialogue.51 Like their European
counterparts, Australian and New Zealand common security advocates
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supported regional dialogue initiatives, partly because they were suspi-
cious of US motives and actions and tended to be critical of post-war US
dominance of regional security. These various proposals culminated in
the 1993 establishment of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), which
by 2000 comprised the 10 ASEAN states and 13 other countries. ARF’s
significance to this discussion lies in its philosophy of inclusion, which is
entirely consistent with common security. For example, one goal of this
emerging multilateral process was to ‘‘socialize’’ countries such as Russia,
China, Vietnam, and North Korea into improving defence transparency,
raising trust levels, and reassuring neighbours about their intentions. The
problem was that the region had a weak multilateral tradition, and
ARF’s initial contribution to regional security problems was modest.
That said, the incipient security multilateralism of the 1990s provided a
new, if narrow, channel for common security norms.52
In the conservative culture of Asian regional politics, and at a time

when the ‘‘Asian values’’ debate was surfacing, common security advo-
cates became wary about using Euro-centric terminology. Therefore,
they downplayed the common security concept with its European social-
democratic connotations, promoting instead the more neutral concepts of
cooperative security and security cooperation. Similarly, the path to com-
mon security was to be via arms control, not disarmament, and limited
confidence-building measures (CBMs), not radical defensive restructur-
ing. Thus, if concepts needed to be pragmatically subsumed (relabelled)
under some other rubric, such as cooperative security or CBMs, then so
be it. In short, common security and defensive concepts, derived largely
from the Palme Commission, found their way into a region-wide conver-
sation about an inclusive dialogue process, but only as disguised norms.
This relabelling tactic was not only evident in the Asia-Pacific of the

1990s, but also in the Middle East and the Balkans.53 Relabelling, how-
ever, makes it difficult for students of ideas to judge influence. This was
far less of a problem in post-apartheid South Africa, where a lively and
less restrained debate emerged about regional common security and the
need for defensive reconfiguration of the South African Armed Forces.54
This review of the Palme Commission’s role in international security

debates during the 1980s (and the early 1990s) suggests that common se-
curity/non-offensive defence ideas spread in reaction to perceived offen-
sive changes in Western security policies, achieving a degree of promi-
nence in several West European centre-left opposition political parties
and in established networks of peace researchers. In the US, however,
common security did not become part of the mainstream security dis-
course, but had its effects, albeit limited, under another name. The same
was generally true in the Asia-Pacific region. I now turn to common se-
curity’s most stunning claim to success: its influence on Soviet security
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thinking and its possible contribution to the ending of the Cold War
itself.

Palme Commission, Gorbachev and the debate about
the Cold War’s end

Did Palme Commission-inspired common security and non-offensive de-
fence thinking, and the networks linked to this thinking, have any impact
on Soviet policies under Gorbachev and the demise of the Cold War sys-
tem? This question can be addressed in terms of three contending views
which seek to explain the Cold War’s end.55

A first, loosely realist, explanation focuses on Western peace through
strength policies which changed the international balance of power in
the West’s favour, forcing the Soviet Union to adopt ‘‘new thinking’’
about foreign policy and associated concepts such as ‘‘reasonable suffi-
ciency’’ in defence. In this view, Soviet setbacks in Afghanistan and Po-
land, and over the 1983 shooting down of the Korean civilian airliner,
were largely due to Western resolve. In addition, the USSR exhausted
itself trying to keep up with the West in high technology. Thus, INF de-
ployment and the costly SDI programme demonstrated that the West ef-
fectively ‘‘won’’ the latest stage of the arms race. The Soviet Union was
not undertaking fundamental change, but simply seeking to recover eco-
nomically in order to achieve, over time, leaner and meaner armed
forces. It therefore needed a ‘‘defensive breathing space’’ in its competi-
tion with the West. The shift in Soviet thinking was simply a Western-
induced rational reassessment of the Soviet Union’s (worsening) strategic
situation. Reasonable sufficiency provided a new rationale that the mili-
tary could accept, recognizing that nuclear dilemmas created common in-
terests and, indeed, that the USSR had long exaggerated the likelihood
of a NATO attack. Moreover, the military leadership began to under-
stand how the West perceived the USSR as threatening. This included
acknowledgement that deploying Soviet SS-20s actually produced the
INF response from NATO, not least because Moscow had created an im-
balance by failing to remove other missiles when it deployed the SS-20s.
Hence, the West’s peace-through-strength approach prevailed, partially
resolving the security dilemma to its advantage by pressuring Gorbachev
to accept new thinking, which included a shift to a defensive military pos-
ture, as a short-term expedient. Or, as Ingemar Dörfer starkly put it:
‘‘The Cold War is not over because the [Palme] Commission’s recom-
mendations were implemented, it is over because the USA won and the
Soviet Union lost’’. In short, the West won because of its military and
economic superiority.56

A second, loosely liberal, explanation emphasizes domestic forces and
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changes inside the Soviet Union and, more generally, Eastern Europe.
This explanation highlights the paramount influence of Gorbachev as a
unique, reforming leader open to ideas for modernizing his country. Gor-
bachev recognized the disastrous and potentially destabilizing state of the
Soviet economy and devised a foreign and security policy that necessi-
tated a retreat from competition with the West and even cooperation
with it. This cooperation allowed Gorbachev to take drastic measures to
open and restructure the Soviet economy. To do this, he co-opted the ci-
vilian defence specialists as an alternative to the military establishment,
hoping to undermine its influence and be in a better position to imple-
ment reform. This interpretation is supported by Gorbachev’s advocacy
of conversion from military to civilian production. Belief in these ideas
was seen as an important way to escape the shackles of inherited military
policies and their dominance of Soviet life. Gorbachev, himself, has ad-
mitted that his new thinking was strongly influenced by such individuals
as Aleksandr Yakovlev, a reform-minded former Soviet Ambassador to
Canada who became head of the Institute of the World Economy and In-
ternational Relations (IMEMO) in 1983. At that time, it was becoming
clearer that the Soviet economy could no longer sustain the burden of
high defence expenditure. Moreover, the Red Army could more easily
pull back from the countries of Eastern Europe without exposing the
USSR to new security risks if those countries could take care of them-
selves (albeit under communist rule).
A third, loosely constructivist, explanation – and one that heavily in-

vokes the Palme Commission – is that new thinking emerged from a mix
of international and domestic sources through the agency of transnational
actors, ideas, and dialogue. As Jeffrey Checkel, Alan Collins, Robert
English, Mathew Evangelista, Sarah Mendelson, Thomas Risse-Kappen,
and others have argued, the shift in Soviet military doctrine resulted
from Gorbachev’s receptivity to ideas developed by, and transmitted
among, transnational experts and activists. Significantly, the transnational
interpretation emphasized the many unofficial or ‘‘second track’’ East–
West contacts in the early-to-mid 1980s that promoted East–West coop-
eration, in general, and defensive restructuring, in particular. The evi-
dence to support this interpretation, relating specifically to common
security and non-provocative defence concepts, is extensive, and has
been well documented elsewhere. A few examples illustrate the point.57
The Palme Commission played a key part in the early 1980s by

facilitating informal exchanges between defensively oriented Western re-
searchers and Warsaw Pact civilian analysts and military professionals.
Willy Brandt noted Gorbachev’s repeated references to the Commission.
Also, Georgi Arbatov, the Soviet member of the Palme Commission,
wrote in his fascinating 1992 memoir that the Commission played an im-
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portant role in the evolution of his own strategic views and on new Soviet
political leadership under Gorbachev. The Report – translated without
any deletions – helped Gorbachev ‘‘introduce the idea of common secu-
rity’’ to the Soviet public and thereby consolidate broad support for new
thinking.58 Moreover, Andrei Kokoshin, a deputy director of ISKAN
who became Russian deputy defence minister in 1992 and was arguably
the most influential Soviet defensive theorist of the Gorbachev era, also
noted the significance of the Commission Report in the development of
his ideas. Further evidence of transnational contacts can be found in Pug-
wash meetings, which involved scientific experts from the two blocs and
which, as early as 1983, worked extensively on differentiating between
forces with offensive and defensive potential.59 Under Gorbachev, the
Soviet Union actively promoted common security and non-offensive de-
fence diplomatically at the UN and elsewhere. Also, when the Conven-
tional Forces in Europe (CFE) talks opened in 1989, the Warsaw Pact’s
negotiating position reflected non-offensive defence ideas. Western com-
mon security advocates could claim with some justification that their
ideas influenced Soviet decisions concerning the CFE negotiations. Yet
the transnational argument – or at least my interpretation of it – does
not rest there.

The public rejection of common security and defensive proposals by
NATO and its member governments is one of the paradoxes of the
1980s security debate: even while NATO and its member governments
continued to reject such ideas proposed by Western critics, they began
adopting many of these ideas as they emerged from Soviet negotiators,
and they even incorporated these ideas into the West’s negotiating strat-
egy at the CFE talks. The most successful act of communication by de-
fensive advocates in the 1980s was not with Western publics or NATO
member governments, but with counterparts in the Warsaw Pact coun-
tries. It was this particular aspect of the transnational common security
discourse that had the most far-reaching consequences, helping to bring
about a significant shift in Soviet thinking after 1986 and, perhaps, even
the removal of the Iron Curtain itself. This is a potential case of Keck
and Sikkink’s ‘‘boomerang effect’’.60 However, in contrast to the transna-
tional literature’s focus on the ‘‘low politics’’ issues of human rights and
on repressive states as the point of origin of the boomerang effect, this
case not only involved the ‘‘high politics’’ of security but also ‘‘boomer-
ang throws’’ by groups in democratic states. Ironically, Western groups
advocating common security influenced NATO via their influence on the
Soviet Union.

Weighing the three explanations for the Cold War’s end, it is unlikely
that an international balance-of-power, domestic, or transnational expla-
nation, on its own, can explain these momentous events.61 A comprehen-
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sive explanation requires an understanding of all three levels and the
complex pattern among them. Soviet reactions to developments in West-
ern military thinking and activities – for example, SDI and INF deploy-
ment – implied, at least, that Western military activity and firmness vis-
à-vis the USSR forced a change in Soviet thinking, even if it did not
determine the direction of that change. This realist conclusion evokes
the intriguing paradox that Western policies, perceived as thoroughly of-
fensive, may have been what led the Soviets to emphasize defensiveness.
If so, then the West broke out of its security dilemma with the USSR by
‘‘winning’’ the arms race and forcing its Cold War adversary to adopt de-
fensive and cooperative policies – without going to war. However, for all
the pressures generated by the West, it is difficult to imagine such dra-
matic change in the Soviet Union without Gorbachev, the individual
leader, who was able to mobilize ‘‘liberal’’ supporters in favour of policy
reform. The irony here is that Gorbachev got more than he bargained
for. Ultimately, the events he facilitated evolved far beyond his control,
to the long-term detriment of a coherent, defensive military doctrine.
Even when taken together, the realist and domestic explanations seem
inadequate without factoring in the transnational relationships that de-
veloped between common security proponents on both sides of the Iron
Curtain.
The Cold War’s end reinforced the (obvious) importance of ideas as

catalysts for change in international relations. Arguments about which
ideas were the most influential will continue. The different schools of
thought – the realist peace through strength, the liberal domestic sources,
and the constructivist transnational dialogue – all contributed to the re-
treat of the Soviet empire. But none should claim all the credit, as many
realists tend to do. Common security adherents should not replicate that
hubris, but they can certainly look back to the Gorbachev era with some
satisfaction. Common security played a significant role in the transna-
tional explanation, and to some extent its legacy is tied to constructi-
vism’s future. However, it also played some role in the domestic forces
explanation, and even in the realist view. International relations now re-
sembles a ‘‘three-level game’’: the international, the domestic, and the
transnational.62

Assessing the Palme Commission’s success and failure

Commissions are a distinctive type of international actor, deriving from
their problem-solving purpose, investigative method, transnational char-
acter, and – critically – their intended impermanence. They can be de-
scribed as temporary international non-governmental organizations, or
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TINGOs, defined as ad hoc transnational investigative mechanisms, in-
volving a range of government officials (present and former) and non-
governmental representatives and other experts whose purpose is to con-
duct a systematic inquiry designed to bring new general ideas and specific
proposals to a problem of international or global significance.63 Given
their transient nature, how can we consider the short-term and long-
term success or failure of the Palme Commission? One method would
be to compare the claims of the Commission’s supporters with those of
its critics. To some extent, I have already done this above. Another
would be to consider whether the Commission succeeded in terms of
achieving its own objectives. Elements of this approach have also ap-
peared above.

Edward Luck’s assessment of international ‘‘blue ribbon’’ commissions
on UN reform provides a possible way through this analytical problem.
Luck argues that successful commissions must satisfy at least five criteria.
They should: (1) produce new ideas, concepts and proposals; (2) gain the
attention of top – relevant – policymakers in the UN and in member-state
governments; (3) acquire enough attention by the media, academia,
NGOs, and the attentive public (so that their major ideas become part
of the public policy agenda of civil society); (4) convince significant play-
ers in the official policymaking process to become advocates of the com-
mission’s conclusions or recommendations, and (5) demonstrate a shelf-
life such that the principal concepts and recommendations remain part
of the international dialogue for at least five years.64 While the Palme
Commission was not primarily addressing UN reform issues (although
they were certainly addressed by it, often perceptively), Luck’s success
criteria represent a useful and systematic basis on which to judge the
Palme Commission’s record.
1. Produce new ideas, concepts and proposals. The Palme Commission

coined and successfully popularized a new security concept along
with a coherent set of proposals to implement it. One can hardly dis-
agree with David Owen’s 1989 comment that ‘‘the concept of common
security had been the distinctive contribution of the Palme Commis-
sion’’.65 The Commission’s ‘‘primary focus’’ was indeed ‘‘concep-
tual’’.66 I have argued that the common security concept has contrib-
uted to, and informed, several major international debates since the
early 1980s. At the nuclear level, ‘‘common security’’ yielded a
conceptual alternative to mutual nuclear deterrence (on which the
West had become so dependent) and to its controversial limited war-
fighting versions (towards which the US was shifting). At the conven-
tional level, non-offensive defence offered a way out of the security
dilemma’s unwelcome embrace in a number of difficult security situa-
tions such as in Central Europe, on the Korean Peninsula, and along
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the Russo-Chinese-Indian borders. Moreover, as argued, common se-
curity contributed to wider acceptance of an emerging view that secu-
rity should not be limited to a traditional discussion about military
threats to state security, even those as awesome as the possibility of
nuclear war, but should include non-traditional threats. Evidence of
the Palme Commission’s contribution to broadening the security con-
cept can be found in statements by Ramphal (already cited above),
Obasanjo, Soedjatmoko, and Emma Rothschild, an adviser to both
the Brandt and Palme Commissions. This wider view of security was
advocated in the late 1970s by the development-oriented Brandt Com-
mission, was taken up explicitly by the security-oriented Palme Com-
mission in the early 1980s, and further developed by the environment-
and development-oriented Brundtland Commission in the late 1980s.
Taken together, the Brandt, Palme, and Brundtland Commissions con-
solidated acceptance of a broader approach to security and contrib-
uted to the emergence of the 1990s human security movement.

Many of the Palme Commission’s proposals eventually became wo-
ven into Western policy, leading, for example, to major international
agreements on intermediate and strategic nuclear weapons, conven-
tional forces in Europe, chemical weapons, and a comprehensive nu-
clear test ban. Thus, the Palme Commission’s record of being on the
right side of history is quite impressive. The problem – and one for
the ideas literature as a whole – is that it is almost impossible to estab-
lish a causal connection. But that is not the burden of this criterion. It
is to produce new ideas, concepts, and proposals: a burden that the
Palme Commission easily shoulders.

2. Gain the attention of high-level policymakers (at the UN and within
governments). At the United Nations in the 1980s, the Palme Report
won only limited rhetorical and expert-level support. For example, a
1986 UN Experts Report on Concepts of Security presented common
security as one of several possible approaches for states to pursue.
But this report did not have any discernible impact. It is noteworthy,
though, that the ideas-carrier in this case was probably Anders Ferm,
the executive secretary of the Palme Commission, who went on to be-
come the Swedish Ambassador to the UN where he chaired the Ex-
perts Group.67 This minor example aside, the Palme Commission was
never the subject of a dedicated major UN-sponsored international
conference (although the timing of the Palme Report was calculated
to influence the 1982 UN special disarmament session, UNSSOD).

Outside the UN system, as I argued, Western European opposition
social democratic parties, especially the German SPD, drew heavily on
common security and non-offensive defence thinking, providing a plat-
form from which to challenge prevailing NATO military doctrine. In

62 GEOFFREY WISEMAN



distant Australia, Foreign Minister Gareth Evans incorporated com-
mon security into his highly conceptualized foreign policy. And in
neighbouring New Zealand, the Labor Government endorsed com-
mon security’s anti-nuclear theme, although at great cost to its rela-
tions with Washington. However, the Palme Commission’s greatest in-
fluence was on Gorbachev and the new thinkers in the Soviet Union. I
have argued further that common security and non-offensive defence
provided the conceptual pegs on which Gorbachev was able to reverse
decades of security-dilemma Cold War thinking in a process that he
could not control, thus bringing about the Cold War’s end. While the
Palme Commission is generally thought to have had negligible direct
impact on the Reagan administration (a view vehemently argued by
conservatives), some observers argued at the time that common secu-
rity thinking contributed to the American anti-nuclear Freeze move-
ment which, in turn, may have compelled Reagan to mollify his stance
on nuclear war and arms control.

3. Acquire enough attention by the media, academia, NGOs and the atten-
tive public (so that their major ideas become part of the public policy
agenda of civil society).

The Palme Commission’s success on this criterion is mixed and each
sector – media, academia, NGOs – needs to be assessed in turn.

As conservative and radical critics alike have noted, the Western
European and American media in general gave only limited attention
to the Palme Commission Report following its publication, some of
which have been cited above.

As for attention in academia, critics have also noted the almost
complete absence of articles or reviews on the Palme Report in main-
stream US journals. However, as I argued above, common security’s
fate in the US was more subtle than the realist dismissal suggests. In
particular, liberal-minded strategists and policy analysts adapted com-
mon security in large part to avoid the liberal-social democratic bag-
gage associated with the Report in America’s generally conservative
political culture and the specifically conservative political climate of
the 1980s. Thus, liberal-minded American scholars interested in com-
mon security relabelled it in favour of the less incendiary term cooper-
ative security.68 And under this latter rubric, policy and academic
works were published and had some influence during the Clinton
years, a point oddly overlooked by conservative critics who tended to
look for evidence of common security’s influence under its original
label – a serious oversight in what I would call the ideas-tracing
process.69

Unlike the US, a good number of Western European scholars,
especially peace researchers, embraced common security and non-
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offensive defence, producing extensive research and publications, with
the most coherent programme being developed at COPRI by Danish
peace researcher Bjørn Møller, a programme that continued through-
out the 1990s.70 European peace research journals (but not main-
stream strategic studies) published extensively on common security
and non-offensive defence. Moreover, Roy Allison, Nicholas Wheeler
and Ken Booth, Barry Buzan, and others in the UK wrote on these
ideas in the context of changes in the Soviet Union, NATO doctrinal
reform, and theoretical puzzles such as the security dilemma to which
common security combined with non-offensive defence offered a pos-
sible solution.71 In 1997, Andrew Butfoy made a book-length case in
Australia for recasting the common security concept. In fact, Butfoy
developed the concept of ‘‘non-threatening defence’’, drawing directly
on Palme Commission language, curiously ignored by others.72 Fi-
nally, and this point is of special significance, constructivist end-of-
Cold War scholars resurrected the Palme Commission to support their
theoretical argument about the crucial role of transnational networks
in bringing about change in the Soviet Union under Gorbachev.

As for the Palme Commission’s success in attracting the attention of
NGOs, there is little doubt that its key ideas drew significant interest
from civil society actors such as peace movement groups and peace re-
searchers linked to them in the 1980s.73 This was true in Western Eu-
rope, Australia and New Zealand, and with the emerging ‘‘liberal’’,
civil society actors of the declining Soviet Union. This influence dissi-
pated dramatically everywhere in the 1990s, however, as ‘‘progres-
sive’’ international opinion turned its attention to such new issues as
civil war, ethnic conflict, and humanitarian intervention, the latter
seeming to come into conflict with the prescriptions of non-offensive
defence.

4. Convince significant players in the official policymaking process to be-
come advocates of the commission’s conclusions or recommendations.
Clearly, Gorbachev was the Palme Commission’s most historically
important ‘‘success’’ under this criterion. In the US, where common
security had no apparent active supporters in the Reagan administra-
tion, Cyrus Vance, as a former secretary of state, gave some respect-
ability to the Palme Commission but did not campaign for it.74 A
problem with this criterion, as implied earlier, is that policymakers
may be disinclined to acknowledge the source of their policies. Thus,
even President Reagan appeared to adopt common security language
in his second administration. Moreover, on a more permissive inter-
pretation of this criterion – in which opposition democratic parties
would be considered a part of the official policymaking process – the
endorsement of common security by Western European social demo-
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cratic parties was a success. That said, influencing government officials
is clearly more significant as a success measure, although even here it
should be noted that Brundtland and den Uyl became prime ministers
during the Commission’s term. As for the Third World, the Palme
Commission’s record of direct influence was minor, especially when
compared, for example, with other Commission-generated concepts
such as sustainable development. Common security never became a
catch-cry of leading Third World countries or of the Non-Aligned
Movement as a whole. Still, it is noteworthy that some of Palme’s
Third World Commissioners were clearly influenced by common secu-
rity thinking and subsequently took up these themes in various ways.75
On balance, common security attracted the support of sufficient influ-
ential political figures (only some of them actual Commissioners) to
satisfy this criterion: Bahr and Brandt in Germany; Gorbachev and
Arbatov in the Soviet Union; Brundtland and Holst in Norway;
Gareth Evans in Australia; Palme, Theorin, Dahlgren in Sweden;
David Owen in Britain; Cyrus Vance in the US; Obasanjo and Ram-
phal in the developing world.

5. Sustain a shelf-life (so that principal concepts and recommendations re-
main part of the international dialogue on these issues for at least five
years). In 1984, a critic (on the left) Johan Galtung argued that, except
for the European battlefield-nuclear-weapon-free-zone proposal, the
Palme Commission Report ‘‘passed by remarkably unnoticed. There
has been almost no debate’’.76 A decade later, in 1994, another critic
(on the right), Ingemar Dörfer echoed this view.77 These assessments
overlooked the tendency of some ideas to have incremental, rather
than immediate, influence. One way to test any commission’s, or TIN-
GO’s, longevity is to assess the extent to which individual com-
missioners – as leading international opinion-formers or ideas-carriers
– continue to make public statements, promoting the commission’s
concepts and proposals five years beyond, say, the Commission’s main
report.78 In addition, it is important to note the post-Commission role
of leading consultants, advisers, and the secretariat (‘‘advisers’’).
Several genuine norm entrepreneurs (in the sense that they tried to

move the general tone of the debate towards international cooperation)
and policy entrepreneurs (in the sense that they advocated specific,
short-term common security policy proposals) emerged from the Palme
Commission.79 Olof Palme as chairman stands out, but his tragic death
in 1986 left a void for other commissioners to fill. Georgi Arbatov, as
described above, accorded great weight to the Commission’s influence
on Gorbachev’s new thinking, speaking about it in numerous forums.80
Other Commissioners also pushed common security ideas years later,
sometimes referring directly to the Palme Report and its recommen-
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dations (e.g. Brundtland’s memoirs, Ramphal’s speeches, and David
Owen’s opinion pieces).81 Still others developed a regional common se-
curity philosophy clearly drawing on the Palme Commission, such as Olu-
segun Obasanjo’s work on African common security in regional group-
ings like the Africa Leadership Forum.82
In the Palme Commission case, members of the Commission secre-

tariat became important ideas-carriers beyond the five-year limit. For ex-
ample, Barry Blechman became head of the Stimson Center, a leading
Washington, DC think-tank, which in the 1990s developed major nuclear
disarmament projects (see the chapter in this volume by Marianne Han-
son). In Sweden, Hans Dahlgren wrote an assessment of the Commis-
sion published in 2002. Raimo Väyrynen became a prolific and respected
writer in peace research. And Emma Rothschild established and ran the
Common Security Forum, expressly linking common security to human
security.83 Finally, a small but well-organized transnational group of
peace-oriented researchers continued to promote network-based re-
search on common security and non-offensive defence throughout the
1990s, producing a body of publications on the Persian Gulf, the Middle
East, East Asia, Latin America, and Southern Africa.84
Luck also suggested several other less explicit conditions in determin-

ing commission success: these concern organizational issues of leader-
ship, funding, and membership. In his view, the absence of conservative
voices from liberal commissions limits their appeal and makes them vul-
nerable to right-wing opposition.85 In this regard, Swedish social demo-
cratic leadership of the Palme Commission was a mixed blessing. On the
one hand, Sweden’s long-standing foreign policy of small-power neutral-
ity, Third World aid and solidarity, and anti-nuclearism enhanced the
Commission’s standing in the eyes of liberal internationalists and the
Third World. On the other hand, conservatives saw the Commission as
little more than an expression of the worst of Swedish foreign policy,
characterized – especially in its historically dominant social democratic
version – by self-righteous anti-Americanism (personified by Olof Palme
himself, a vitriolic critic of the Vietnam War). Given the differences be-
tween the conservative Reagan–Thatcher policies and liberal/social dem-
ocratic views in Western Europe and the US, it is hard to imagine a ‘‘bal-
anced’’ Palme Commission emerging with challenging new ideas such as
common security and non-threatening defence. In other words, while
some commissions might aim for ‘‘bipartisanship’’, there will also be a
time and a place for commissions to be partisan – both conservative and
liberal – in order to push ideas beyond the constraints of the pragmatic
middle ground. TINGOs should not always seek to occupy the centre in
order to bring two competing views together: the truth does not necessar-
ily lie between two extremes.
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Another of Luck’s concerns is that most blue-ribbon commissions are
funded and run by organizations in Western, or Northern, developed
countries, the result of which is a reduction in ‘‘their credibility and im-
pact among the developing country majority at the UN’’. Despite its
funding from predominantly Western countries, the Commission’s mem-
bership was well-balanced regionally and geographically, although not
politically.

Conclusions

In terms of Luck’s five main criteria, there is sufficient – in fact an abun-
dance – of evidence to conclude that the Palme Commission was a suc-
cessful blue-ribbon commission. It developed the common security idea
– a broad, prescriptive security concept that offered an alternative to nu-
clear deterrence (especially its nuclear war-fighting variant). It inspired
the development of linked concepts such as non-offensive defence, con-
cepts which challenged traditional ideas about offensive conventional
military preparations based on threat and fatalistic security dilemma
thinking. It won the attention of high-level policymakers, with Gorba-
chev and the Soviet new thinkers being its most dramatic success. Yet,
the Commission had little impact on the UN and on the Western news
media, wider publics, and mainstream academic institutions. However, it
had significant influence on non-mainstream liberal/peace research and
constructivist scholarship, and with activist elements of civil society in
quite a few countries. It also clearly convinced a goodly number of signif-
icant players in the policymaking process – broadly defined – to become
active advocates. Finally, as I argued, the Commission’s main concepts
and proposals have had a shelf-life of well in excess of five years.

Indeed, there are grounds for believing that this life may continue. In
an important volume titled Worlds in Collision published in 2002 (20
years after the Palme Report), and in response to the terrorist attacks of
September 11th, 2001, Ken Booth and Tim Dunne wondered:

Can the community be protected by conceiving security as a condition to be
achieved against others (national security) or can it only be ultimately achieved
with others (a ‘common security’)? . . . The idea of security as a shared value has
been dramatically highlighted by the direct attack on the US homeland. [How-
ever,] there has been an absence of defining statements of radical alternatives on
the lines of common security.86

The issues may have shifted from the dangers of nuclear war-fighting be-
tween hostile, global superpowers, as in the early 1980s, but the deeper
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verities and rhetorical appeal of the Palme Commission remain relevant
in an age of global terror and civil conflict. The common security prin-
ciples still seem pertinent, moreover, in such intractable, hostile interna-
tional relationships as between the Koreas, India and Pakistan, and Iran
and Iraq. In fact, a re-reading of the Palme Report would direct our at-
tention to the many dilemmas concerning weapons of mass destruction
(WMD) that still haunt the global community today. These dilemmas in-
clude still excessive great-power nuclear stockpiles, the horizontal prolif-
eration of mass destruction weapons to ever more states, and dangerous
talk from George W. Bush’s Washington, DC – eerily reminiscent of the
Palme Commission period – about the need to develop a new generation
of more usable nuclear weapons against WMD-capable terrorists and
rogue states.87 The Palme Commission retains its policy relevance.
As for its intellectual significance, the Palme Commission case raises

issues of interest to the study of ideas in International Relations and I
have commented on many throughout this chapter. Four are worthy of
mention in conclusion. First, the Palme Commission reinforces the argu-
ment about the power of ideas in determining international outcomes.
Governments understand this only too well, which helps explain why
conservative Australian and Danish governments went to such lengths
to dissolve peace research centres that inter alia had actively promoted
common security ideas. The unique contribution of TINGOs, such as
blue-ribbon commissions, is that while they develop, articulate, promote,
and disseminate ideas, they do not – by definition – seek to embody them
in the institution that actually developed them because that institution
ceases to exist. In this limited and intriguing sense, commissions do allow
ideas to float freely.
Secondly, ideas – such as common security and non-offensive defence –

travelled vast distances (e.g. from the West to the Asia-Pacific) and via
forbidding and circuitous routes (e.g. from behind the Iron Curtain back
to the West). And they did so – over time – without the ultra-modern
means of global communications that many now believe are an essential
condition for the transnational flow of ideas.
Thirdly, network analysis – explaining how transnational groups are

connected – and what I have called ideas-tracing – explaining how ideas
spread – are complex processes indeed. They are compounded by some
very real research difficulties and human instincts: sometimes an idea’s
detractor will refuse to recognize or acknowledge its merits, even when
aspects of that very idea gain acceptance (hubris); sometimes advocates
will downplay an idea’s success so as not to humble an opponent (pru-
dence) or in order to not attract unwanted attention to themselves (mod-
esty); sometimes imitators will claim somebody else’s idea as their own
(plagiarism); sometimes memories will fade, or become embellished in
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memoirs, as participants think back on their roles (memory); sometimes
supporters of an idea need to conceal its genesis or change its name for
instrumental reasons (pragmatism and relabelling); and sometimes ideas
need individuals, or groups, who are prepared to keep the flame alight
during the bad times (as torch-bearers).

Finally, as an elite, second-track, international group, whose incre-
mental success owed much to traditional liberal and social democratic
political party leadership and connections, the Palme Commission stood
uneasily between old-style international party politics and new-age trans-
national network politics. The Palme Commission was a product of a par-
ticularly virulent chapter in the Cold War and the evidence suggests that
– in various ways – its ideas played no small part in helping find a way out
of that lamentable period in international affairs.
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4

The World Commission on
Environment and Development:
Ideas and institutions intersect

Heather A. Smith

The Brundtland Report incorporated concern for the environment into the con-
cept of development by erecting ‘‘sustainable development’’ as the conceptual
roof for both violating and healing the environment.1

Published in 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment (WCED), or Brundtland Commission as it came to be known,
popularized the phrase ‘‘sustainable development’’. Sustainable develop-
ment was defined in the WCED as the ability to ‘‘meet the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs’’.2 This concept embedded at the core of Commission
report, Our Common Future, has resonance to this day. Indeed, ‘‘sustain-
able development’’ has become a central tenet in the international en-
vironmental governance discourse and it is inextricably linked to and em-
bedded in international environmental governance institutions.
From the outset the phrase ‘‘sustainable development’’, and by exten-

sion the work of the Commission, has been contested. What does it really
mean? For whom is sustainable development? Was it a conceptual break-
through that has since become an ‘‘inspirational norm’’, in the words of
Peter Haas,3 resulting in governments’ addition of ‘‘ecological integrity
to the traditional goals of wealth and power’’? Or is it, as Wolfgang
Sachs4 and others5 have suggested, an anthropocentric mantra designed
to perpetuate Western ideals and values, reinforce degrading notions
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of progress and marginalize vulnerable peoples and nature. In terms of
policy guidance, the value of the concept has also been questioned.
How does one implement a sustainable development strategy, given the
contested and imprecise nature of the idea?

Sustainable development remains contested and imprecise, but per-
haps imprecision facilitated the diffusion across states and sectors and
perhaps that same imprecision helps us to understand the sustainability
of ‘‘sustainable development’’. The longevity of the concept of sustain-
able development cannot however be explained simply by its conceptual
characteristics. It is essentially given that ideas and norms are contested.
To understand the longevity and popularity, even power, of the concept
of sustainable development we need to assess the convergence of forces
that catapulted sustainable development onto the international environ-
mental agenda. The work of the WCED could have been lost in the Cold
War privileging of security, but it was not. Sustainable development con-
tinues into the twenty-first century to be a central concept in interna-
tional environmental discourse. This longevity and popularity of the con-
cept cannot be explained by simply saying the Brundtland Commission
popularized the idea. Rather, sustainable development has been rein-
forced and legitimized by the very institutions, conferences, government
agencies, and development initiatives that adopt it as a guiding principle.
Ideas and institutions intersect and mutually reinforce each other.

This chapter begins with a brief examination of the conceptual origins
of sustainable development and the political origins of the World Com-
mission on Environment and Development. The subsequent populariza-
tion of the Commission’s work is then explained by an examination of
the confluence of ideas, exogenous forces, and key personalities. Simply
put, timing mattered. We then turn our attention to the Commission re-
port itself with the aim of describing its contents. The penultimate section
of the chapter assesses the short- and long-term impact of the Commis-
sion’s report with the intent of showing how ideas and institutions inter-
sect over time to reinforce and legitimize the concept of sustainable de-
velopment. It will be seen that there is little doubt that the work of the
World Commission on Environment and Development has had a lasting
influence on how we understand and define international environmental
governance, but it is unclear as to whether or not it is more than an ‘‘in-
spirational norm’’. If, as Lorraine Elliott argues, ‘‘global environmental
governance . . . is a political practice which simultaneously reflects, consti-
tutes and masks global relations of power and powerlessness’’6 we are
beholden to inquire: for whom and what is sustainable development?
Sustainable development, as an inspirational norm, has not inspired a
global re-evaluation of our relationship with nature.
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Origins of an idea and a commission

How did ‘‘environment’’ and ‘‘development’’ become linked under the
aegis of sustainable development? What constellation of forces explains
the formation of the WCED and how do we understand the attention
sustainable development garnered in the late 1980s? As this section re-
veals, the idea of sustainable development evolved over time and by the
late 1980s the public and governments alike, by virtue of a number of fac-
tors described below, were open to the views articulated in Our Common
Future.
The starting point of the intellectual evolution of sustainable develop-

ment as a concept which links environment and development is con-
tested. Wolfgang Sachs dates variations of sustainable development back
to forest management in Germany in the 1800s and the American Pro-
gressive movement after 1900,7 while David Carruthers regards sustain-
able development as, originally, a radical concept associated with grass-
roots initiatives in the 1970s.8 Peter Thacher argues that ‘‘the linked
issues of environment and development were put together on the UN
agenda by the ‘Founex Report’ early in 1971, which concluded that envi-
ronmental problems result not only from the development process itself,
but also from lack of development’’.9 Maurice Strong, a key participant
in the Founex meeting, describes the report as seminal and declares the
meeting as having had a profound influence on the 1972 Stockholm UN
Conference and on the ‘‘evolution of the concept of the environment–
development relationship’’.10 Thacher, consistent with Strong, argues
that early iterations of the idea of sustainable development can be found
in the declaration of the 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human
Environment (UNCHE), or the Stockholm Conference. The United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) formed as an institutional
outcome of the UNCHE was seen as pivotal in the articulation of some
variation of sustainable development. Strong went on to be the first Ex-
ecutive Director of UNEP.
While the genesis of sustainable development and by extension the

WCED is often associated with the 1970s, more commonly, the develop-
ment of the World Conservation Strategy in 1980 by the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) with support from the
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and the UNEP, is regarded as the first pol-
icy statement to connect the environment and development. Again, ac-
cording to Thacher, the World Conservation Strategy ‘‘was one of the
first to stress sustainability, especially of natural life-support systems in
the context of supporting human needs’’.11 In 1982 the United Nations
General Assembly (UNGA) produced the World Charter for Nature. In
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1983 the UNGA established the World Commission on Environment and
Development ‘‘to examine the condition of and prospects for the econ-
omy and the environment in the prospect of the year 2000 and be-
yond’’.12 The WCED report was published in 1987 and subsequently
became the impetus behind the UNGA resolution of December 1989 to
convene a conference on environment and development on the twentieth
anniversary of the Stockholm Conference. That conference, the United
Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), was
held in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro. But, one must ask – why the interest in
the environment and development? Why did this Commission report be-
come the catalyst for one of the most high profile world conferences in
the 1990s?

To understand the attention garnered by the WCED and ultimately,
the popularity of the concept of sustainable development we need to ex-
amine the confluence of ideas, exogenous forces, and personalities. In
terms of ideas, it is important to recall sustainable development ap-
pealed, broadly, to both Northern and Southern elites, although in the
case of the latter it took some persuasion by key personalities. Recall,
the intellectual precursor of sustainable development was the ‘‘limits to
growth’’ argument. In contrast to the ‘‘limits to growth’’ discourse of the
late 1960s and early 1970s, which articulated an apocalyptic vision of
the earth running out of resources and advocated proposals contrary
to the interests of Western capitalism, sustainable development seemed
both more hopeful and more pragmatic. ‘‘The maxim for sustainable
development is not ‘limits to growth’; it is ‘the growth of limits’. Some
limits are imposed by the impact of present technologies and social orga-
nization. But many present limits can be expanded, through changes in
modes of decision-making, through changes in some domestic and inter-
national policies, and through massive investments in human and re-
source capital’’.13 Sustainable development sought to combine environ-
ment and development in such a way that the interdependence of the
economy and environment was recognized and allowed for both environ-
mental protection and economic growth.14 This combination met the
requirement of the elites of developing states by ensuring their right to
develop, while simultaneously ensuring the right to sustained growth by
already developed states.

Sustainable development was also more than a recognition of the inter-
dependence between the environment and development, for some, it was
a holistic concept. Maurice Strong has identified a sense of holism offered
by sustainable development when he defines sustainable development as
linking the ‘‘economic, social, population, gender [and] human settlement
dimensions of development’’.15 Sustainable development was a flexible
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concept, subject to multiple interpretations. Sustainable development
was the megafix – designed to unite all participants.16 Indeed, sustainable
development did offer something to everyone.
However, as argued above, it is not sufficient to assert that sustainable

development was an imprecise or flexible concept and thus acceptable to
many. System change is pivotal to our explanation of the ‘‘success’’ of the
WCED. After all, the Commission was established in 1983 in a period,
called by many, the New Cold War. The New Cold War corresponded
to the early years of the administration of Ronald Reagan. It was in
1983 that the Reagan administration proposed the Strategic Defence Ini-
tiative and it was also in that same year that a Korean Airlines flight was
shot down. The environment may have been important to the United Na-
tions General Assembly, but it was not uppermost in the minds of many
world leaders. When Our Common Future was published in 1987, ten-
sions between the East and West remained, but there was new sense of
hope with the changes taking place in the Soviet Union under Mikhail
Gorbachev. With the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 the world
felt a heady optimism about the future, and thus perhaps it is no coinci-
dence that the UNGA recommendation for the United Nations Con-
ference on Environment and Development was proposed in December
1989. The high profile nature of UNCED can be explained, at least in
part, by the structural changes that provided for a shift in the interna-
tional agenda that allowed for more international attention to the envi-
ronment. The concept, the Commission and the conference were all af-
fected by the changing world order.
The appeal of sustainable development and the attention paid to the

Commission’s work also relates to public awareness of the environment.
During the late 1970s and early 1980s there was heightened public con-
cern about environmental problems. According to Lorraine Elliott, there
were a series of disasters that captured the public’s attention. These dis-
asters ranged from the ‘‘1979 partial melt down at the Three Mile Island
nuclear power plant’’ to the explosion at Chernobyl in 1986. ‘‘In 1984,
the methyl isocyanate gas leak at Bhopal in India, . . . killed 2000 and in-
jured 200,000, [and] in the same year, 30 tons of toxic chemicals were
washed into the Rhine following a fire at a Sandoz warehouse in Switzer-
land’’.17 Public concern about environmental problems was not only
linked to disasters, by the mid-to-late 1980s, there was also a growing
awareness of the connection between the local, regional, and global, and
an increased awareness of the global nature of environmental issues.18
The Social Learning Group’s 2001 study Learning to Manage Global
Environmental Risks includes analysis of the attention to global environ-
mental atmospheric issues. In the cases of the United Kingdom, Ger-
many, the Netherlands, Hungary and Japan, for example, attention to
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ozone depletion spiked in the mid-to-late 1980s although Germany
spiked slightly earlier in the decade. On climate change, almost across
the respective states, attention spiked in 1987–1988. Publics, at least in
these developed states, became increasingly aware of the global atmo-
spheric issues, thus contributing to the international greening.

One of the key causal factors in the increased public and elite aware-
ness, aside from high profile environmental disasters, is science. We can-
not underestimate the importance of the scientific community in shaping,
identifying and framing global environmental issues. Typically, the scien-
tific definition of the problem precedes the popular definition of the
problem, and the scientists, sometimes functioning as an epistemic com-
munity, can function as a catalyst. For example, the work of Joseph
Farman and his team that essentially identified the ozone hole in the
Antarctic in 1985 is pivotal to our understanding of the global risk associ-
ated with ozone depletion.19 Similarly, the science of climate change has
a long history, but the combination of extreme events in 1987–1988, high
profile American scientists making comments about the urgency of global
warming, and an extremely well-managed international conference in To-
ronto in the summer of 1988 on the global atmosphere, propelled climate
change onto the international political agenda. The work of the WCED
occurred concurrently with the sense of urgency about ozone depletion
and climate change. Thus, governments, grappling with these issues,
sought appropriate management tools and the work of the WCED and
the concept of sustainable development provided a foundation for at-
tempts to manage the environment. The sense of urgency also contrib-
uted to the high profile nature of UNCED.

Two additional trends contributed to the opportunity window that
opened in the late 1980s and early 1990s.20 First, during the 1970s and
1980s environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) multi-
plied, especially in developed states. The proliferation of ENGOs was
an expression of popular awareness of environmental issues that also
served to reinforce the growing sense of urgency about environmental
degradation. Second, ‘‘the 1970s and 1980s also witnessed an immense
growth in international environmental law, both ‘hard’ (treaties and con-
ventions) and ‘soft’ (non-binding declarations of principle)’’.21 One of
the key accomplishments of international environmental law during this
time was the 1987 negotiation of the Montreal Protocol on Substances
That Deplete the Ozone Layer. The successful negotiation of the Mon-
treal Protocol was regarded by Richard Benedick22 as ‘‘a paradigm for
new diplomatic approaches to new kinds of international challenges’’.
The Montreal Protocol built on a trend toward the management of inter-
national environmental issues through diplomatic means and reinforced a
faith in international environmental law thus providing the tools of state-
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craft, to be fused with the concept of sustainable development as guiding
principle, for the management of issues such as climate change and bio-
diversity.
Finally, we can neither underestimate the role of the commissioners

themselves nor the importance of political leaders who joined the
sustainable development bandwagon. In 1982 Gro Harlem Brundtland
was approached on behalf of Mostafa Tolba, then the Executive Director
of the United Nations Environment Programme. Tolba, according to
Brundtland’s memoirs,23 came to talk to her about a new commission, al-
though he himself was sceptical about the idea. She was short-listed for
the Commission along with former American President Jimmy Carter
and former British Prime Minister Edward Heath. In spite of being
Norwegian Prime Minister, she took the job when offered to her by
Secretary-General Pérez de Cuéllar. They then began the task of put-
ting together the Commission.
The commissioners were drawn from around the world and included

many high profile individuals. Maurice Strong brought to the Commis-
sion his background as the first Executive Director of the United Nations
Environment Programme and the Secretary-General of the UN Confer-
ence on the Human Environment. Another key member of the Commis-
sion was Shridath Ramphal, then Secretary-General of the Common-
wealth of Nations. Although initially reluctant to join the Commission,
Brundtland persuaded him to do so. Jim MacNeill joined the Commission
as Secretary-General. He brought with him a wealth of experience in-
cluding six years as the Director of Environment at the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development.
The appointment of the Vice-Chair of the Commission was apparently

a source of contention. According to Brundtland, the ‘‘Secretary General
of the UN initially wanted to appoint President Senghor of Senegal . . .
but Tolba refused to cooperate further until his good friend and confi-
dant Mansour Khalid was appointed instead. Khalid had previously been
Foreign Minister in the Sudan and had good contacts in the African and
Arab world’’.24 While Brundtland ultimately regarded Khalid as a crucial
member of the Commission, her autobiography strongly suggests that
there was tension in the early period of the Commission when Khalid
seemed to assume that he was co-chair rather than vice-chair. In Brundt-
land’s words, ‘‘Mansour Khalid considered me a relatively young and in-
experienced woman and clearly believed that it would be easy to wrest
control from me. He would be disappointed’’.25
The Commissioners worked in various capacities to promote the Com-

mission and its findings. The Commission held public hearings prior to
the publication of Our Common Future and included a post-publication
advocacy phase in its work plan. According to Jim MacNeill, Secretary
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General of the WCED, ‘‘the proposal for an ‘advocacy phase’ arose from
what I had learned about the fate of the recommendations of earlier
commissions. The Brandt and Palme Commissions, for example, had sim-
ply published their reports, and governments felt quite free simply to
table or ignore them’’.26 The public hearings phase was not without its
difficulties. The kinds of public hearings envisioned by the Commission
were both unprecedented and unwelcome in some states. Brundtland re-
calls that public hearings in Indonesia, Brazil and the Soviet Union were
not simple to arrange. ‘‘Elim Salim, Indonesian Minister of State for Pop-
ulation and the Environment, [and Commission member] was our liaison
to the Indonesian government, which was decidedly opposed to the pub-
lic forum’’.27 Ultimately, the public hearing did take place but it was
carefully ‘‘managed’’ by the Indonesian government. The Brazilian gov-
ernment feared that discussion of rainforests might infringe on domestic
affairs thus threatening their sovereignty. In Russia, there was some doubt
as to whether or not Brundtland would have access to Gorbachev. She
also had to deal with sexism. Brundtland writes: ‘‘Those who had visited
Moscow in advance to prepare the meeting were asked, ‘Is she going to
meet Raisa?’ There were many who thought it natural for a Norwegian
Prime Minister to meet the Soviet leader’s wife. My colleagues gave an
emphatic ‘no.’ This was as silly as asking if Gorbachev was going to meet
Dennis Thatcher in London. After all, both of them were men. This was
1986, and still the Soviets as well as the Americans working on the com-
mission considered it natural for me to meet Raisa’’.28

In spite of intra-commission tensions, state concerns about public
meetings, and outmoded ideas about the role of women, Brundtland and
the commissioners persevered. Brundtland travelled the world and met
state leaders promoting the idea of sustainable development. Once pub-
lished, and despite the end of the Commission’s work, many WCED
members remained active on the global stage promoting sustainable de-
velopment. Gro Harlem Brundtland, for example, gave one of the key-
note addresses at the Toronto Conference on the Changing Atmosphere
– the same meeting that is typically associated with the arrival of climate
change on the international agenda. Through articles appearing in aca-
demic journals to public speeches, Brundtland actively worked to pro-
mote the findings of the WCED. Maurice Strong went on to function
as the Secretary-General of the United Nations Conference on Envi-
ronment and Development in 1992 and he continues, to this day, to pro-
mote the concept of sustainable development. Jim MacNeill, Secretary-
General of the WCED authored important books and articles on the
state of the environment and the greening of international relations in
the 1980s.29

The Commissioners were eventually joined by several world leaders
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who ‘‘greened’’ in the late 1980s. Among the leaders were Canadian
Prime Minister Brian Mulroney and British Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher. As states and state leaders jumped on the sustainable develop-
ment bandwagon they vied for recognition of their new-found com-
mitment to environmental well-being. Canada, for example, became a
declaratory leader in the fight against climate change, co-hosting the
‘‘Toronto Conference’’ otherwise known as ‘‘The Changing Atmosphere:
Implications for Global Security’’ in 1988. Interestingly this conference
originated in the desire to have something to showcase Canada’s com-
mitment to the environment when the Brundtland Commission came to
Canada on its public meetings tour prior to the report’s publication. The
extent of the greening of leaders in developed states can be observed in
at least the rhetorical commitment to sustainable development in the
1988 Toronto G7 Communiqué and the place of primacy accorded to
the environment in the 1989 Paris G7 summit, regularly referred to as
the ‘‘Green Summit’’.
Thus, the high profile accorded to the Commission’s work is explained

by several important variables. Ideas evolved over time. Sustainable de-
velopment, perhaps a ‘‘megafix’’, also captured the attention of the pub-
lic and world leaders, all increasingly aware of global environmental is-
sues. Science contributed to the awareness and the end of the Cold War
provided for the systemic shift that allowed for the environment to be
propelled onto the international agenda. The hard work of the commis-
sioners, complemented by successes in international environmental diplo-
macy, contributed to a broader ‘‘greening of international relations’’. Jim
MacNeill, writing in 1989, reflected on the confluence of forces:

Our Common Future was released in April 1987 and presented to the General
Assembly six months later. It could not have come out at a better time. During
the past few years environmental issues have become deadly serious. A sea
change in public opinion has forced them to the top of the political agendas in
the United Nations, in Washington, London, Moscow and other capitals around
the globe, in some multinational banks, and in many of the board rooms of the
Fortune 500. Momentous changes have also occurred in international relations
which open the door to fresh thinking about environmental and other non-
military security threats to global security.30

But what did the Commission say? Certainly the most important contri-
bution of the WCED was and remains the popularization of sustainable
development that is now central to the discourse of international envi-
ronmental governance. Yet Our Common Future is more than the con-
cept of sustainable development. The work of the Commission, as will
be seen in the next section, attempted to capture several competing vi-
sions of our relationships with environment and hoped to reconcile the
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needs of the North and the South. And while it may be dominated by a
Northern perspective, there is an embedded radicalism in the document
that is frequently lost in analyses of the Brundtland Commission.

Our Common Future described and revisited

According to the foreword of Our Common Future written by the Chair
of the Commission, Gro Harlem Brundtland, the work of the WCED was
designed to be a ‘‘third and compelling call for political action: After
Brandt’s Programme for Survival and Common Crisis, and after Palme’s
Common Security, would come Common Future’’.31 In this call to action,
the report sought to promote a vision of possibility – a hope for the com-
mon future, but with the recognition that the realization of that future
was dependent on political will to change. ‘‘The Commission’s hope for
the future is conditional on decisive political action now to begin manag-
ing environmental resources to ensure both sustainable human progress
and human survival’’.32

Sustainable development was the cornerstone of the document. As
noted earlier, the standard definition of sustainable development is ‘‘de-
velopment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs’’.33 It was argued
that sustainable development contained within it, two key concepts: ‘‘the
concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the world’s poor,
to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of limitations
imposed by the state of technology and social organization on the envi-
ronment’s ability to meet present and future needs’’.34 Sustainable devel-
opment, thus defined recognizes intergenerational equity and promotes a
sense of a common interest. The common interest is a reflection of the
ecological interdependence. The articulation of a common interest, con-
sistent with the metaphor of ‘‘our common future’’, in the view of Lor-
raine Elliott is intended ‘‘to reflect our shared vulnerability to and
responsibility for global insecurities’’.35 This being the case, and in the
words of the WCED, ‘‘it is not that there is one set of villains and
another of victims’’.36 At the same time, the WCED acknowledges in-
equity, and recognizes that there are ‘‘losers’’. ‘‘ ‘Losers’ in environment/
development conflicts include those who suffer more than their fair share
of the health, property and ecosystem damage costs of pollution’’.37 Vil-
lains denied and losers identified – the uneasy tension between the
North’s denial of its complicity in the environmental crisis and the
South’s need for recognition of the impacts of the global economy is ex-
pressed in sustainable development.

Beyond sustainable development the report identifies a set of strate-
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gic imperatives that follow from the concept of sustainable develop-
ment. Those imperatives, or critical objectives include: ‘‘reviving growth;
changing the quality of growth; meeting the needs for jobs, food, energy,
water and sanitation; ensuring a sustainable level of population; conserv-
ing and enhancing the resource base; reorienting technology and manag-
ing risk; and merging environment and economics in decision making’’.38
Reviving growth responds to the poverty of developing states. Chang-

ing the quality of growth ‘‘requires a change in the content of growth, to
make it less material- and energy-intensive and more equitable in its im-
pact’’.39 Meeting essential human needs is primarily focused again on de-
veloping state poverty but recognizes that ‘‘the demands of those not in
poverty may have major environmental consequences’’.40 Ensuring a sus-
tainable level of population growth is self-explanatory. The conservation
and enhancement of the resource base is linked to consumption patterns
of the North, anticipated increases in consumption in the South and pop-
ulation growth.41 In this regard, it is argued that the conservation of na-
ture ‘‘is part of our moral obligation to other living beings and future
generations’’.42 The reorientation of technology is directed at the design
of appropriate and efficient technology that meets sustainable develop-
ment needs. The need to merge environment and economics is recogni-
tion of the interdependence of the two forces, in contrast to assumptions
that environmental well-being and economic progress function in an op-
positional manner.
After fleshing out the concept of sustainable development and identify-

ing the strategic imperatives, Our Common Future details the challenges
facing the quest for sustainability and describes several pressing issues
facing humanity at the time of publication. Chapter three focuses on the
role of the international political economy while chapters four to nine de-
scribe the ‘‘common challenges’’ of population and human resources,
food security, species and ecosystems, energy, industry and urbanization.
The report then proceeds to consider the management of the commons
and the interconnections between peace, security, development and the
environment in chapters ten and eleven, respectively. Finally, the report
concludes with proposals for institutional and legal change. It is argued
that there are six priority areas for change: ‘‘getting at the sources; deal-
ing with the effects; assessing global risks; making informed choices; pro-
viding the legal means and investing in our future’’.43
‘‘Getting at the sources’’ has a number of elements. First, there is a fo-

cus on national policies and institutions. The WCED recommends that
sustainable development be incorporated into national policy making
through vehicles such as annual environmental reporting and foreign pol-
icies for the environment.44 Second, this priority area includes regional
and interregional action. It is recommended that ‘‘the existing regional
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and subregional organizations within and outside the UN system need to
be strengthened and made responsible and accountable for ensuring that
their programmes and budgets encourage and support sustainable devel-
opment policies and practices’’.45 Global institutions and programmes
are also included. In this section, a call for UN leadership in the transi-
tion to sustainable development is made. Greater UN agency account-
ability for sustainability is recommended as well as improved interagency
coordination.

‘‘Dealing with the effects’’ relates to the need for ‘‘governments [to]
strengthen the role and capacity of existing environmental protection
and resource management agencies’’.46 Agencies falling under this rec-
ommendation include national environmental protection agencies and
the United Nations Environment Programme. The prescriptions related
to UNEP are extensive, ranging from the recommendation that the
UNEP ‘‘provide leadership, advice, and guidance in the UN system on
restoring, protecting, and improving the ecological basis for sustainable
development’’, to enhanced capabilities in environmental assessment
and reporting, to calls for increased UNEP funding by states.47

‘‘Assessing global risks’’ relates to risk associated with new technolo-
gies. The recommendations under the assessment of global risks focus
on capacity building in monitoring and risk assessment and, to that end,
the WCED recommended the establishment of a ‘‘Global Risks Assess-
ment Programme’’.48

The fourth priority area is ‘‘making informed choices’’. The prescrip-
tions in this section relate to increasing public awareness and participa-
tion in the policy process. In addition, there is an explicit call for the in-
creased participation of the scientific community and non-governmental
organizations. The impact of industry on sustainable development is rec-
ognized in the call for increased cooperation with industry.49

The Commission makes a series of recommendations related to inter-
national law in the discussion of ‘‘providing legal means’’. In this section,
four areas are targeted as urgent needs: ‘‘to recognize and respect recip-
rocal rights and responsibilities of individuals and states regarding sus-
tainable development; to establish and apply norms for state and inter-
state behaviour to achieve sustainable development; to strengthen and
extend the application of existing laws and international agreements in
support of sustainable development; [and] to reinforce existing methods
and develop new procedures for avoiding and resolving environmental
disputes’’.50

Finally, the Commission addressed the issue of finance in their recom-
mendations related to ‘‘investing in our future’’. The need for significant
spending, at least in the short term, is recognized as is the need for signif-
icant assistance to developing states. States will be required to spend on
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national sustainable development and developed states will be required
to increase their overseas development assistance, although no specific
target is provided. The environment-related activities of the World Bank
and International Monetary Fund are acknowledged. The efforts of the
World Bank to include sustainable development in its mandate is greeted
as promising, but it is also stated ‘‘but it will not be enough unless and
until it is accomplished by a fundamental commitment to sustainable de-
velopment by the World Bank, and by the transformation of its internal
structure and processes so to ensure its capacity to carry this out’’.51
The Commission, in concluding its consensus-based report, states: ‘‘we

are unanimous in our conviction that the security, well-being and very
survival of the planet depend on such changes, now’’.52
The Commission report, as a consensus document, inevitably had to

reconcile competing tensions and perhaps those tensions were clearly not
reconciled to the liking of all the critics, as will be seen. However, we
should not lose sight of the embedded radicalism in the document, nor
should we completely disregard the efforts of the commissioners to pro-
mote an idea that in some small measure sought to cast some focus on
the environment. Indeed, there are critical questions to be asked about
the short- and long-term impact of the report and the concept of sustain-
able development, but is it all so hopeless? These questions will be raised
in the next section.

The significance of the WCED considered

In our consideration of the significance of the WCED we begin with
some of the critical analyses of the report and the concept of sustainable
development. We then turn to the diffusion of the concept of sustainable
development. It will be seen that the legacy of the Commission is appar-
ent in the durability and the continued popularity of ‘‘sustainable devel-
opment’’. But, durability and popularity do not necessarily translate into
effective action, as will be seen in a discussion of world conferences. Fi-
nally, we turn our attention to the present state of the environment. For
all the talk of sustainable development, have we witnessed the long-term
change advocated by the Brundtland Commission?
Sustainable development, and the work of the Commission, has been

roundly criticized. Tanvi Nagpal notes that the work of the Commission
has been regarded as culturally bankrupt, dominated by Western values,
and silent on human dignity. The silence on human dignity is related di-
rectly to indigenous perspectives on humanity’s relationship with the en-
vironment. These perspectives are spiritual – ‘‘sustainability is not about
prosperity but about living a life of dignity in harmony with nature’’.53
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The Western individualist and technocratic values that inform the Com-
mission and its emphasis on management are seen as silencing the voices
of the margins while simultaneously privileging the voices of polluting
elites.

David Carruthers considers sustainable development, originally, to be
a genuinely radical idea. Elements of that radicalism can be seen in the
Commission report. Embedded in the document are calls to action that
challenge the nature of the status quo – then and now. There is an ex-
plicit recognition that change is required in consumption patterns in the
North. ‘‘Sustainable development requires that those who are more afflu-
ent adopt life-styles consistent within the planet’s ecological means’’.54
Further, it is accepted that change will not be easy. ‘‘Painful choices have
to be made . . . sustainable development must rest on political will’’.55
However, the radicalism was muted and bent to the will of the dominant
pro-growth discourse resulting in what Carruthers calls a ‘‘defanged ver-
sion of sustainable development’’.56 Ultimately, by the time Agenda 21
was developed at UNCED the line between sustainable development
and sustained economic growth was gone. ‘‘Once poised as polar oppo-
sites, these concepts were now practically synonymous. Liberated from
the distasteful implications of scarcity and limits, sustainability had come
full circle, back to an essential belief that open-ended growth will lift all
boats’’.57

One of the most passionate critics of the Brundtland Commission and
the concept of sustainable development is Wolfgang Sachs. He argues
that development became the bandage for the problems of development
and that sustainable development has little to do with the environment.
‘‘It is not the preservation of nature’s dignity that is on the international
agenda, but the extension of human-centred utilitarianism to poster-
ity’’.58 Sachs is also critical of the sense of management that pervades
the sustainable development discourse and the general inability to look
at the broader structural causes of environmental degradation. ‘‘Unwill-
ing to reconsider the logic of competitive productivism that is at the root
of the planet’s ecological plight, it [the marriage of environment and de-
velopment] reduces ecology to a set of managerial strategies aiming at re-
source efficiency and risk management’’.59

The concept that arguably was designed to reconcile competing per-
spectives and which was regarded as a ‘‘mega-fix’’ appears to have not
appeased all observers. Yet, as noted earlier, the diffusion of the concept
has been remarkable. In 1992 the world witnessed the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development. Out of UNCED came
the UN Commission on Sustainable Development which was established
in 1993,60 in part, to monitor the implementation of Agenda 21, the mas-
sive blueprint for sustainable development that was one of the key docu-
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ments produced at UNCED. Former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev
founded Green Cross International, an organization dedicated, in the
spirit of the Rio Conference, to the creation of a sustainable future.61
The World Bank includes a variation of sustainable development in its
vision: ‘‘the World Bank’s mission is to fight poverty through sustainable
and equitable economic growth and social progress’’.62 The United Na-
tions Millennium Declaration identified ‘‘respect for nature’’ as one of
the fundamental values for the twenty-first century and reaffirmed ‘‘sup-
port for the principles of sustainable development including those set out
in Agenda 21, agreed upon at the United Nations Conference on Envi-
ronment and Development’’.63 In the fall of 2002, the World Summit on
Sustainable Development was held in Johannesburg, South Africa.
Around the world, communities, often in partnership with environ-

mental non-governmental organization and international institutions,
actively pursue sustainable development as a reality and not simply a vi-
sion for the future. For example, the Southern Alliance for Indigenous
Resources worked in Mozambican refugee camps in Zimbabwe to ‘‘com-
bat deforestation around the camps and reduce firework consump-
tion’’.64 In another case, the municipality of Santos in Brazil, created a
programme in the early 1990s that saw significant improvements in the
water quality of local beaches.65 Almost everyone is on the sustainable
development bandwagon. World conferences envision it, international in-
stitutions monitor it, governments advocate it, ENGOs protect it, and
communities and individuals try to implement it – or so it appears at first
glance.
Business and industry related organizations have also jumped on the

sustainable development bandwagon. A key example of business engage-
ment is the activities of the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC).
The ICC actively promotes its ‘‘Business Charter for Sustainable Devel-
opment’’. ‘‘The Charter – which captures 16 key principles for environ-
mental management – was developed by a group of business executives
over a two-year period from 1989 to 1991. Launched prior to the water-
shed 1992 United Nations Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, the Charter
is regarded by many as a visionary document that set the environmen-
tal agenda for business and industry during the 1990s’’.66 Among other
things, the Charter recognizes environmental management is a key deter-
minant to sustainable development, calls for improved corporate policies
where the environmental performance is concerned and advocates an
openness to public and employee concerns.67 Oddly, or perhaps not, the
ICC Charter does not include a definition of sustainable development.
Given two years of work to design the Charter, surely the omission is
purposive. The Charter is vague enough that it is open to multiple inter-
pretations, but what is less fuzzy is the position articulated by the Secre-
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tary-General of ICC India at the Eighth Conference of Parties to the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change in Novem-
ber 2002.

Dr. Amit Mitra, speaking on behalf of ‘‘businesses, big and small, in
both developed and developing countries’’ stated that in terms of climate
change ‘‘the business challenge is all about successfully internalizing the
sustainable development costs in the face of brutal market realities and
becom[ing] global corporate citizens’’.68 To enable business to achieve
this end, Dr. Mitra stated that enterprises needed to be able to meet
emissions reductions at the least possible cost and called on the world
community to ‘‘create incentive structures and market premiums for
technologies and business processes that meet the climate change chal-
lenge through knowledge’’.69

Is this sustainable development or sustainable economic development?
The vagueness of the Charter and the market-oriented language of the
statement at the climate change negotiations support the criticisms raised
by Nagpal, Carruthers and Sachs. A pro-growth and pro-market dis-
course dominates the language of the ICC as sustainable development
becomes a ‘‘cost’’ as opposed to an imperative. Somehow, business be-
comes the good corporate citizen which must take on the cost of sustain-
able development. It is not in the interest of those represented above,
which are in no way all businesses, to challenge the status quo because
they are the status quo. This sustainable development, consistent with
Sachs above, has little to do with the environment. It is ‘‘weak sustain-
ability’’.70 Weak sustainability assumes ‘‘that the current development
trajectory can be maintained in an environmentally safe manner through
relatively minor modifications. These models favour market-based ap-
proaches, private ownership of natural resources and technical solutions
to environmental problems’’.71

If some business initiatives have not measured up, or at least confirmed
the views of critics, what about the world conferences that followed the
publication of the WCED? While Lorraine Elliott and Wolfgang Sachs
are critical of international (or global) environmental diplomacy for its
ineffectiveness and inability to translate into substantive improvement of
the natural environment, Peter Haas is more optimistic. Haas argues
‘‘that many conferences provide direct effects that may be beneficial for
inducing states to make more progressive steps toward governance and
sustainable development’’.72 The conferences, such as UNCED and the
UN World Summit on Sustainable Development, ‘‘have promoted
broader processes of social learning and the construction of new, more
comprehensive conceptual frameworks for global environmental gover-
nance through issues clarification, popularization of issues, and the new
introduction of new environmental policymaking approaches to govern-
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mental officials’’.73 Rejecting the assumption that UN conferences should
translate into lasting effects, Haas continues ‘‘it would be unreasonable
to expect such conferences to yield lasting and clear effects on states and
on the environment. It is equally unreasonable to assign blame to confer-
ences for failing to reverse environmental decline’’.74 Thus rather than
look at the state of the environment as a marker of success, Haas focuses
on a set of diplomatic functions and argues that there many activities un-
dertaken by world environment conferences including: agenda setting,
popularization of issues and raising consciousness, generating new infor-
mation and identifying new challenges for governments, providing gen-
eral alerts and early warning of new threats, galvanizing administrative
reform, adopting new norms, and promoting mass involvement of new
actors.75 If we accept that world conferences are themselves an expres-
sion of norms such as sustainable development, then consistent with
Haas we might argue that the long-term legacy of the Commission is
reflected in the kinds of activities arising out of the UNCHE and
UNWSSD, many of which are broadly valuable to states and non-state
actors alike.
Yet, there is a lingering question: what of the environment? We can ar-

gue that the WCED functioned to set agendas, we can note that there
have been financial commitments made around the world in pursuit of
sustainable development, we can calculate the millions of dollars spent
on commissions and summits, but so what? Why is it unreasonable to ex-
pect lasting and clear effects on states and on the environment? Is inter-
national environmental governance so slow or so incremental? More-
over, should not the environment and its well-being be the centre of our
measure of our success or lack thereof? Or is it that when we look at sta-
tistics and data on environmental well-being that we become aware of the
ineffectiveness of the millions of dollars spent on conferencing.
The outlook is not entirely promising. According to the United Nations

Environment Programme ‘‘if present trends in population growth, eco-
nomic growth and consumption patterns continue, the natural envi-
ronment will be increasingly stressed. Distinct environmental gains and
improvements will probably be offset by the pace and scale of global eco-
nomic growth, increased global environmental pollution and accelerated
degradation of the Earth’s renewable resource base’’.76 UNEP does hold
out some hope for change, but that change requires action. It is noted
‘‘trends toward environmental degradation can be slowed, and economic
activity can be shifted to more sustainable patterns. Choices for develop-
ment, and levels and patterns of consumption, are shaped by human aspi-
rations and values and these choices can be influenced by policy interven-
tions’’.77 UNEP, in the last sentence defaults again to ‘‘management’’ as
critiqued by Sachs and thus, while calling for change, the call remains em-
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bedded in the dominant international environmental discourse. Without
wanting to be too critical of UNEP because it has worked under difficult
circumstances to promote the environment, one cannot wonder if the
management twist in the last statement is a reflection of part of the prob-
lem. If institutions and conference and commissions are embedded in a
discourse that privileges particular kinds of progress over others, a dis-
course that promotes Western values that make us stewards and manag-
ers of the environment, a discourse that continues to privilege state sov-
ereignty and functions to support our denial of our impact on the earth
on which we walk, why would we expect conferences and commissions
to be effective?

The environment, or more appropriately, nature, should be part of the
sustainable development equation. Sustainable development, as inter-
preted here, is not about sustained economic growth, nor does it equate
progress with an increase in gross domestic product. Living in peace with
nature is not the norm. We disrespect the sacred and deny our depen-
dence on and vulnerability to natural forces. We are in the midst of a
‘‘worldwide crisis of nature’’78 that suggests that while sustainable devel-
opment is a popular, diffuse and much parroted concept, there has been a
failure of international environmental governance to translate ideas into
action. Perhaps we should reject the concept of sustainable development.
Perhaps we should redefine the undefinable. Perhaps we should accept
the uncertainty and diversity of interpretations. Or perhaps we simply ac-
cept that sustainable development has been implemented, but not with
nature in mind. While one may wish to advocate on behalf of the concept
of sustainable development, while others may wish to dispense with it,
the fact remains that there are challenges ahead – challenges that have
been recognized by a former member of the World Commission on Envi-
ronment and Development. Perhaps we should ponder the vision of
Maurice Strong who observed that a sustainable future requires signifi-
cant cultural change – ‘‘a reorientation of the ethical, moral and spiritual
values which provide the primary motivations for human behavior. Con-
cepts of caring, respect for, sharing and cooperation with others must be
at the centre of the motivational system that undergirds the transition to
sustainability.’’79

One way or another, we will need to find a new ethic for the earth.
Time, however, is not necessarily on our side.

Concluding reflections

If we are still awaiting the transition to sustainability, contained in a new
ethic for the earth, what does this say of the relevance of the World Com-
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mission on Environment and Development? How is it that 25 years after
the publication of Our Common Future the Secretary-General of the
United Nations, Kofi Annan, feels obliged to state: ‘‘Let there be no
more disguising the perilous state of the earth, or pretending that conser-
vation is too expensive, when we know that the cost of failure to act is far
greater. Let us stop being economically defensive, and start being politi-
cally courageous’’.80 Did not the Brundtland Commission also call for
political will? Political will has not been in abundance or at least polit-
ical will that translated into a genuine commitment to environmental
integrity.
Yet, the lack of implementation of policies resulting in fundamental

change should not cause us to toss Our Common Future into the dustbin
of history as a meaningless document. Regardless of how we wish to in-
terpret the impact of the WCED, it cannot be denied that the Brundtland
Report is ‘‘one of the paradigm statements of ecological moderniza-
tion’’.81 The emergence of sustainable development marked a new era
in the global environmental discourse – a discourse that may be rejected
by some – but a discourse that has been widely adopted by others. Re-
gardless of our ‘‘position’’ it is beholden upon us to seek to interpret the
evolution of the discourse and to understand, or try to understand, the
power of the discourse of sustainable development. If we position our-
selves as critics we must understand that sustainable development has a
cache that still seems to sell, and it remains a slippery, flexible and impre-
cise concept. If we position ourselves as incrementalists or ‘‘insiders’’ we
need to be aware of the critiques of the concept or perhaps, more strate-
gically, the power of the concept to legitimize certain behaviours while
obfuscating others. This chapter shows that we cannot take a concept for
granted. There is power in ideas even if it is a case of ‘‘greenwashing’’.
In terms of the dynamics surrounding the Commission itself, this chap-

ter speaks to the importance of timing. The work of many commissions
has not had the lasting impact associated with the WCED. Regardless of
the diligent efforts of the Commissioners we cannot underestimate the
importance of external forces. The systemic shift that led to the ‘‘New
World Order’’ was not anticipated by many at the time of the formation
of the WCED, but the systemic shift absolutely affected the promotion of
items on the international agenda otherwise subsumed under Cold War
hostilities. Public awareness also seems to have been a crucial variable.
One unexpected finding of this chapter is associated with the insights

gleaned from Gro Harlem Brundtland’s autobiography. In particular, we
are made aware of the gendered nature of the internal dynamics of the
Commission. We become aware of the internal obstacles to a ‘‘success-
ful’’ Commission and we are made aware of the tenacity required by the
Commission Chair to ensure that her voice and place were respected. In
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spite of all the limitations associated with the concept of sustainable de-
velopment, it is important to recognize the vision of Secretary-General
Pérez de Cuéllar in his appointment of Gro Harlem Brundtland. The
Commission focused on the environment and development, but by its
composition it challenged outmoded notions of leadership and diplo-
macy. Timing matters, but so do personalities.

Unfortunately, environmental degradation continues. The populariza-
tion of sustainable development has not fundamentally altered the state
of the world. Perhaps, as argued by Elliott and Sachs, global environmen-
tal governance simply reinforces Western notions of progress and silen-
ces alternative voices. Nature is not part of the equation and much of
international environmental governance seems nothing more than ‘‘shuf-
fling deck chairs on the Titanic’’. Yet somehow, the very fact that we con-
tinue to debate sustainable development is suggestive. It is not taken for
granted that we have achieved sustainable development. Businesses and
governments continue to be pushed by ENGOs and academics to do
more than simply identify inspirational norms. Perhaps the legacy of the
Brundtland Commission lies not with the concept of sustainable develop-
ment but rather in its contribution to the debate about what constitutes
environmental well-being. We were asked to think about it in 1983 and
we are still discussing it in 2004. The Brundtland Commission contributed
to the cementing of the environment on the international agenda acting
as both a site of power and a site of resistance. The World Commission
on Environment and Development affected the way we see the world,
the way we understand what constitutes an international issue and
changed our language and ideas around the environment. Whether this
is good or bad is a matter of perspective. That the Commission had an
impact is not contested.
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5

Equivocating on the future of
world order: The Commission
on Global Governance

W. Andy Knight*

From its initial moment, the United Nations was consigned the lofty
goals of maintaining international peace and security, developing friendly
relations among nations based on principles of equal rights and self-
determination, achieving international cooperation for solving transna-
tional problems, encouraging and promoting respect for human rights
and fundamental freedoms for all, and harmonizing the activities of states
in the pursuit of the above common ends. Other equally high-minded
goals were added later, such as protecting the global commons and facil-
itating the global spread of democracy.

Looking back on the twentieth century, it is now evident that this mul-
tilateral organization’s record in achieving these basic ‘‘global gover-
nance’’ goals has been mixed, at best. In fact, some analysts have made
the case that the UN’s record has been one of abject failure. Even ob-
servers who are generally sympathetic to the global institution are now
questioning whether the UN may have lost its relevance as a global insti-
tution of multilateral governance, and whether it can ultimately with-
stand the assaults on its legitimacy and credibility. Certainly, the most ob-
jective and fair-minded critics of this organization have come to the
conclusion that after more than a half-century in operation, the UN has
yet to deliver ‘‘the goods’’. The scourge of war, which the organization
was created to protect humanity from, is far from eliminated. Worldwide,
each and every day, we witness the trampling under foot of many of the
basic principles that the UN is supposed to uphold and protect, such as
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fundamental freedoms, human rights, equality rights, justice, socio-
economic rights, and cultural rights.
This situation has not gone unnoticed by those who wish to see the UN

succeed and by those who see the institution as the best hope for counter-
ing any threat to civilization and, indeed, to the future of humankind.
The Commission on Global Governance’s Report, Our Global Neigh-
bourhood, is representative of a number of studies and reports published
at the tail end of the twentieth century that reflected on the urgent need
for reform of the UN or, failing that, the development of new forms of
multilateral institutions that could adequately address the transnational
problems facing our globe. These more or less idealist, liberal institu-
tional, reports all begin with the normative position that the post-Cold
War global community needs an environment of peace, equity, improved
socio-economic and welfare conditions, environmental and ecological
preservation, and justice if humankind is to survive much longer on this
planet.1
This chapter examines the work of the Commission on Global Gover-

nance, focusing on the intellectual and policy context within which the
Commission sprung, the character and makeup of the Commission, the
various positions held in its Report – Our Global Neighbourhood – about
improving the governance of the globe, the impact which the Commis-
sion’s Report has had on subsequent thinking regarding UN reform, and
some of the criticisms levelled at the work of this Commission. The con-
clusion reached is that this particular blue ribbon panel’s recommenda-
tions falls somewhere in between two competing conceptualizations of
multilateralism (traditional and critical) and straddles the fence between
‘‘top-down’’ and ‘‘bottom-up’’ conceptions and practices of multilateral
governance. In essence, Our Global Neighbourhood is an equivocal doc-
ument.

Another blue ribbon panel: character and make-up of the
Commission

With the dismantling of the Soviet Union and the virtual end of Cold
War hostilities by the end of the 1980s, there was great optimism in the
prospects that this ‘‘new’’ global political climate held for strengthening
global cooperation and thereby renewing hope of bringing peace and se-
curity, economic development, justice and ecological sustainability to the
planet. During the 1970s and 1980s there had been several blue ribbon
panels, consisting of high profile global figures, which examined what
was needed to address the problems confronting humanity. But the thaw-
ing of the Cold War and the warming of relations between the then
superpowers in the late 1980s provided a unique opportunity to rethink
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governance at the global level and the place of the UN system in such
governance. Indeed, this opportunity was seized upon by former West
German Chancellor, Willy Brandt – who is generally credited with laying
the foundation for the creation of the Commission on Global Gover-
nance.

Willy Brandt had, a decade earlier, headed up one of the blue ribbon
panels referred to above.2 He invited a number of prominent individu-
als from previous blue ribbon panels, including the one he chaired, to a
meeting in Königswinter, Germany in January 1990 to peer into this win-
dow of opportunity presented by the end of the Cold War and the chang-
ing political climate.3 At the Königswinter meeting, there was agreement
amongst those attending that the world was indeed undergoing a funda-
mental structural change that was creating a propitious environment for
global multilateral institutions like the UN to embark upon much needed
reform and adjustment. In large part, this perceived shift offered hope for
improved cooperation and collaboration among international actors.
However, a significant caveat was expressed at this meeting about the
fact that, as a result of the foundational alterations, there might be mo-
mentous challenges to national leaders in the future that could only be
met through enhanced multilateral institutions. In other words, the chal-
lenges envisioned could not be adequately dealt with by states, acting
alone.

Three prominent global leaders – Ingvar Carlsson (then Prime Minis-
ter of Sweden), Shridath Ramphal (then Secretary-General of the Com-
monwealth), and Jan Pronk (the Minister for Development Cooperation
of the Netherlands) – were asked at the culmination of the Königswinter
meeting to write a report highlighting the main global issues requiring
multilateral action in the immediate post-Cold War period. Once the re-
port was concluded, another meeting was held in Stockholm, in April
1991, to discuss it. That meeting, labelled the ‘‘Stockholm Initiative on
Global Security and Governance’’,4 called for the creation of an interna-
tional commission to fully explore the perceived opportunities created by
the Cold War’s end and to construct a blueprint for a more efficient and
effective system of multilateral security and governance.5 This new blue
ribbon panel, the Commission on Global Governance, was co-chaired by
Ramphal and Carlsson – both of whom met in April 1992 with the then
UN Secretary-General, Boutros-Ghali, to explain the goals of the Com-
mission. The UN Secretary-General endorsed the initiative, but the Com-
mission remained independent of the UN system. The Commission’s 28
members met in the fall of 1992 to begin deliberations, each one of them
acting in their own personal capacity and not under the instructions of
their respective governments. Funding for the Commission’s operations
was secured from two trust funds administered jointly by the United Na-
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tions Development Programme (UNDP), nine national governments, and
private foundations.
As Richard Falk puts it, the impulse to form blue ribbon panels like

the Commission on Global Governance ‘‘is quintessentially liberal, in
the American sense of the term’’. Supposedly, the individuals selected to
these panels are wise, rational, and respected leaders who carry some
clout with government leaders and have much credibility with and influ-
ence on the general public. Understanding that national leaders were be-
ing insufficiently responsive to problems of global import, these distin-
guished and influential liberal statesmen would use such panels as bully
pulpits to urge national leaders to become more responsive to the global
challenges.6 One of the important contributions such blue ribbon panels
have made through their reports is in the area of ‘‘conceptual clarifica-
tion’’.7

Concepts and intellectual/policy context

With a growing number of blue ribbon panels examining ways of adjust-
ing global governing institutions to deal with a changing global polity,
one has to ask the question why did this particular Commission hit such
a nerve with academics, policy practitioners and the public?
For one thing, the Commission on Global Governance’s Report not

only built on the analytical efforts of previous blue ribbon panels to find
better ways of organizing the activities of the globe, it went beyond them
in notable ways. First, it presented perhaps the clearest, most convincing
conceptualization of global governance, and framed issues that required
such governance in a most compelling fashion. Second, it depicted the
systemic changes in global politics, since the end of the Cold War, in a
manner that demonstrated the urgency of ‘‘freshness and innovation in
global governance’’.8 And, third, it itemized and discussed in a persua-
sive manner the reasons why multilateral cooperation and coordination
is essential for governing the globe and building sustainable peace.

Conceptualizing global governance

What is clear from the Commission’s Report is that the catalysts for in-
terest in governance at the global level stem, in large part, from recogni-
tion of: the shrinkage of the time and space witnessed over the past 55
years or so; the emergence of a global civil society; rising interdepen-
dence among actors (state and non-state) within international society;
the rise in the number and complexity of transnational issues; and, na-
tional governments’ failure/inability to not only deal with these trans-
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national issues but also provide common goods and security guarantees
for their citizens.

The members of the Commission on Global Governance were all well
aware that there is no overarching government at the international level.
But while certainly not proposing the creation of some form of world
government, the Commissioners demonstrated a desire, reflected in their
analysis, for a governance regime that would control and address all
levels of human activity that had transnational repercussions. The desire
to control and steer such activities they labelled as ‘‘global governance’’.
The main normative purpose of global governance, from the Commis-
sion’s point of view, was to avoid ‘‘a chaotic world’’9 – that is, to steer
and modify the behaviour of actors who operate on the global stage
in such a manner as to avoid deadly conflicts and control intense socio-
economic and political competition.10 Thus, global governance is de-
picted in the Report as a purposive activity. This idea corresponds with
Marie-Claude Smouts’ understanding of governance when she states
that ‘‘governance is order plus intentionality’’.11

Starting from the basic premise that the only way to a better world is
through the collective actions of individuals and institutions across the
globe, the Commission proffered the following definition of governance:

Governance is the sum of the many ways individuals and institutions, public and
private, manage their common affairs. It is a continuing process through which
conflicting or diverse interests may be accommodated and co-operative action
may be taken. It includes formal institutions and regimes empowered to enforce
compliance, as well as informal arrangements that people and institutions either
have agreed to or perceive to be in their interest.12

So for the Commission, governance is more than an activity, it is also a
process. It is a process that can be found at many levels: local, national,
regional, transnational, and global.

The issues dealt with by global governance institutions are transna-
tional ones that transcend national frontiers. The Commission considered
the tasks of global governance today to include: the maintenance of peace
and security, the control of expanding economic activity, dealing with en-
vironmental problems, combating trans-border diseases such as AIDS,
preserving genetic diversity, saving endangered species, curbing horizon-
tal and vertical proliferation of weapons, deterring terrorists, warding off
famine, eradicating poverty, developing fair ways to share the earth’s re-
sources, halting drug trafficking and the trafficking of women and chil-
dren. No single government on its own can properly tackle these issues.
Certainly, at the present time, neither the UN system nor regional orga-
nizations can hope to perform the above tasks on their own. Thus, the
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work of global governance, according to the Commission, requires the
actions, cooperation and collaboration of a plurality of actors, and not
just from a collection of nation-states.13
While traditional concepts of global governance were limited to inter-

governmental relationships, the Commission argued that the concept
now had to be broadened to include non-governmental actors as well
(e.g. NGOs, citizens’ movements, MNCs, and the global capital market).
One is led to picture global governance, from the Commission’s Report,
as a complex network of activity, involving multiple actors on overlap-
ping and shifting stages. This, of course, is a much different picture from
the one that emerged out of the Second World War when the UN system
was created. At that time, and for a number of decades thereafter, the
activity of global governance was thought to be limited to states and the
formal intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) they agree to form. State
governments were considered the only entities capable of protecting in
any real way the interests of their civil societies. Thus it seemed natural
at the time to create a set of international, intergovernmental institutions
through which to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war, to
uphold human rights, and to ensure prosperity for all.
Today, however, as the Report recognizes, while national governments

and the UN system are still very much central to the conduct of global
governance, it has become evident that the state is no longer the only
actor of significance when it comes to global decision-making. The state
now has many rivals in that area. In the Commission’s words, a number
of ‘‘emerging voices and institutions are increasingly active in advancing
various political, economic, social, cultural, and environmental objectives
that have considerable global impact’’.14 In some cases, their agendas
may overlap. But in other cases, they may be incompatible and working
at cross-purposes. In some cases, they may be working on the same stage.
In other cases, they may choose to carry out their activity in different
forums. Global governance is thus seen, by the Commission, as a system
of rule at all levels of activity and as a vehicle for coordinating this com-
plex governance activity; controlling and deploying the resources neces-
sary for ensuring that the goals and objectives of these multifarious gov-
ernance actors can be achieved peacefully and in a manner that would
not harm the planet. Our Global Neighbourhood reinforces the notion,
then, that the concept of global governance should be broad enough to
embrace the whole patchwork of institutions, processes, and people that
together make up international society.15
The Report of the Commission on Global Governance goes even fur-

ther in delineating what ought to constitute the work of global gover-
nance. The tasks listed include: maintaining peace and order in the global
neighbourhood, expanding economic activity, dealing with the problems
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of pollution and greenhouse warming, combating diseases, curbing hori-
zontal and vertical arms proliferation, preserving genetic diversity, deter-
ring terrorism, warding off famine, saving endangered species, solving
economic problems, developing equitable ways of sharing the earth’s
resources, halting drug trafficking, tackling the HIV/AIDS epidemic. No
single governing institution, acting on its own, can properly tackle this
growing list of tasks, demands, and problems. Certainly, the UN system,
in its present state, is unable to undertake them all. This is why the Com-
mission makes the case that, for now and the future, global governance
must therefore involve an immense, dynamic, complex process of interac-
tive decision-making that is constantly evolving in response to changing
historical circumstances and material conditions. As the Commission sug-
gests, the task of global governance must be shared amongst global, re-
gional, national, and even sub-national, organizations.

This model of global organization and governance is therefore not a
proposal for ‘‘world government’’ or even ‘‘world federalism’’, as the
Commission’s Report makes quite clear. The Commissioners felt that to
go down that road might ultimately result in a world that was much less
democratic and much more accommodating to power and hegemonic am-
bition than the one we have today. It might even reinforce the roles of
states and governments and diminish the rights of people. Ideally, what
they wished to see was an integrated rules-based system or network of
partnerships that would manage global affairs in a manner ‘‘responsive
to the interests of all people in a sustainable future’’, guided by ‘‘basic
human values’’ and conforming to ‘‘the reality of global diversity’’.16
Such a network would draw on the skills and resources of diverse individ-
uals, groups, and institutions operating at various levels. Due to the in-
terconnectedness of the issues that have to be dealt with at the global
level, it would be important, as the Commission asserts, for information,
knowledge and capacities to be pooled so that pertinent policies and
practices can be developed on matters of common concern.

Perhaps this is why the Commission still holds out hope for the UN sys-
tem. After all, a close examination of the UN Charter reveals that this
universal organization was created precisely to act as a rules-based net-
work for the international community of states and ‘‘we the people’’. If
it hasn’t lived up to its Charter potential, this does not change the ratio-
nal underlying its existence. The problem with the UN, as far as the
Commission on Global Governance is concerned, is that it is in need of
major reform. However, it is clear from the Report that the Commission
wanted to distance itself from the more radical advocates of UN transfor-
mation. This gives us a clue as to the Commission’s bottom line when it
comes to its position on what constitutes global governance. As noted
earlier, global governance for the Commission is not world government
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but something just short of that. It is really about developing an arrange-
ment of partnerships and overlapping procedures that would bring a
semblance of order to the globe. In many respects the overall recommen-
dations on UN reform straddle the fence between substantial transforma-
tion of this governance entity and simple reflexive adaptation of the insti-
tution to changes occurring in international society.
For instance, the recommendation to enlarge the UN Security Council

in order that it becomes more representative is one of the major reform
initiatives proposed by the Commission. However, the proposal can be
viewed as mere tinkering with the apex body of this organization, rather
than something that would result in a true transformation of its gover-
nance structure. The reforms that the Commission would like to see in
the Security Council include: establishing a new class of five ‘‘standing
members’’ – the intent of which would be to reduce the status of per-
manent membership; increasing the number of ‘‘non-permanent’’ mem-
bers from ten to thirteen; and eliminating the veto, except for very excep-
tional and overriding circumstances related to the national interests of
the major powers. These reform proposals are not all that innovative
and neither are they transformative. Similar tinkering is recommended
for the UN General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council, the
Office of the Secretary-General and the UN budgetary process.
On the other hand, the suggestions that the Trusteeship Council should

be turned into a forum for global civil society, that there should be a de-
liberative body – the People’s Assembly – to complement the General
Assembly, and that the UN should begin to convene an annual Forum
of Civil Society, are three of the more radical proposals put forward by
the Commission. Not only are they recognition of the growth and influ-
ence of civil society organizations, these proposals envision the opening
up of space within the UN system for non-state actors (NSAs) in the joint
management of global affairs.17 For the Commission, these NSAs include
NGOs as well as the global business sector. Another far-reaching pro-
posal, which is not really new, is the call for an expansion in the authority
of the UN Security Council to intervene in the jurisdiction of states if the
security of people is jeopardized by their own leadership or by a failure
of their leaders to act. The Commission suggests that the time has finally
come for the UN to implement Article 43 of its Charter and develop a
UN-controlled volunteer force. The problem, of course, with these more
transformative proposals is that they are seemingly still ahead of their
time. Even the tinkering to global governance institutions envisaged by
the Commission is currently unacceptable to the veto-wielding powers
on the Security Council. How much more difficult will it therefore be to
get the more radical reforms through?
The underlying premise on which the Commission’s notion of gover-

106 W. ANDY KNIGHT



nance rests, is found in the notion of an emerging ‘‘global civic ethic’’ –
the appearance of a set of global ‘‘core values’’ to which people from
varying ideological, cultural, religious, economic, and political back-
grounds can adhere and support. To quote from Our Global Neighbour-
hood, ‘‘global values must be the cornerstone of global governance’’.18
Without commonly accepted values the whole idea of legitimate global
governance falls like a deck of cards. What are these so-called ‘‘core
values’’? According to the Commission, they are values ‘‘that are appro-
priate to the needs of an increasingly crowded and diverse planet’’ –
respect for life, liberty, justice and equity, mutual respect, caring and
integrity.19 This list derives, as the Commission acknowledges, from the
mantras of various religious teachings and is based on the so-called
‘‘golden rule’’ found in most world religions – that people should treat
others as they themselves would like to be treated. It is one thing to as-
pire to such values; but it is quite another thing to claim that this set of
core values already exists and forms the basis of a global neighbourhood,
for there is no empirical evidence that would back this claim at this time
in our human history. Yes, there may be some groups that adhere to
these core values – perhaps some religious sects or humanitarian bodies
– but there are also pockets of humanity that exhibit little concern for
these core values. This reality makes it difficult to view Out Global
Neighbourhood as little more than a pipe dream at this juncture in our
history.

The Commission acknowledges that its complex concept of global gov-
ernance would have to be anchored as well in principles that allow for
inclusiveness and broad participation, that is, governance that would be
‘‘more democratic – than in the past’’.20

As a good ‘‘liberal’’ document, the Commission’s Report promoted
unabashedly the spread of democracy globally as one of the ways of
addressing the problems of global governance. In doing so, the link was
made between the constitutive foundation of democratic regimes and
the prospects for sustained global peace. It is evident that the Report
drew heavily on the literature on democratic peace, which holds that de-
mocracies seldom go to war with each other.21

The spread of democracy has been one of the most heartening trends of recent
years. It is democracy that can ensure that a country’s affairs are conducted –
and its development directed – in ways that respond to the interests and wishes
of the people. Democracy provides the environment within which the protection
of the fundamental rights of citizens is best safeguarded. It offers the most favour-
able foundation for peace and stability in international relations. Though demo-
cratic regimes may not all or always be virtuous, even recent history suggests
that autocratic regimes are more likely to behave aggressively.22
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Certainly, since the end of the Cold War, there has been a noticeable rise
in democratic movements across the globe. Many autocratic regimes have
been swept out of power and replaced by more or less democratic
regimes. But, as the Commission admits, the ‘‘implantation of a demo-
cratic culture is, however, not an instant or easy process’’.23 Basically, it
takes time to develop democratic culture and traditions of democratic be-
haviour. Just having elections will not a democracy make, as have been
demonstrated in Haiti, Angola, Cambodia, or even Afghanistan. But the
Commission welcomed the spread in the desire among people all over
the globe to push for legitimate and accountable governments – govern-
ments that are democratically elected. It also called for further research
into ways of consolidating new democracies and for building on princi-
ples that might sustain democratic institutions in the long term.
One such principle is ‘‘subsidiarity’’ – the notion that any decisions

reached ought to be taken as close as possible to those who will be most
affected and ‘‘to the level at which they [the decisions] can be effectively
implemented’’.24 How this principle could be enacted in real terms is
never fully explored by the Commission. A major difficulty, of course, is
that regardless of where global governance decisions are taken, there will
have to be some mechanism for coordinating the actions that result from
those decisions. The Commission recognizes this and opts for recom-
mending the UN system as the most logical linchpin of global governance
activity. The Report states that the UN ought to remain ‘‘the princi-
pal mechanism through which governments collaboratively engage each
other and other sectors of society in the multilateral management of
global affairs’’.25 But to play a central role in this governance, the Com-
mission acknowledges that the UN system would have to undergo major
changes that would not only make it more efficient and effective but
also more relevant to the changing needs of the ‘‘new world’’ that has
emerged since the end of the Cold War.26

Post-Cold War systemic changes

The call for global governance by this Commission was largely based on
the premise that the world had undergone, or was undergoing, a number
of systemic changes that cried out for a new governance structure and
process to properly manage global issues. In other words, the members
of the Commission saw a propitious moment, a window of opportunity,
presented by global systemic changes, for the introduction of the global
governance concept. What were these systemic changes?
It is not surprising that the Commission’s Report, in describing the per-

ceived transformational trends of the global system, exhibits elements of
the observations and language of liberal internationalist scholars. After
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all, many such scholars contributed background papers upon which the
Commission drew much of its inspiration and ideas.27 James Rosenau,
for instance, had invented the very awkward term ‘‘fragmagration’’ to de-
pict the juxtaposed forces of integration and fragmentation that appeared
to be at work in transforming the global system, particularly in the latter
half of the twentieth century. The Commission maintained that these
forces were creating a tremendous amount of flux and uncertainty in the
international political environments, presenting both a challenge and op-
portunity for individuals and institutions involved in governance at the
global level. The Commission on Global Governance highlights a num-
ber of significant trends that have brought about important changes
around the globe, which call for rethinking governance arrangements.

Rapid advances in technology, particularly in the areas of information,
computers, and transportation, have resulted in a noticeable shrinkage
of time and space. As the Commission puts it: ‘‘The term ‘global village’
captured the impact of the electronic conquest of space. Technology, by
telescoping distance and time, had made the world smaller’’.28 Envision-
ing the world as a single neighbourhood would not have been possible at
an earlier time in history. Certainly, this concept of the global neighbour-
hood adopted by the Commission captured the imagination of many who
had witnessed Neil Armstrong’s lunar walk and the relay of space ship
and satellite imagery and photographs of the earth. The fact that one
can travel easily and quickly around the globe via speedy trains, aircraft
and supersonic jets only adds to the impression that the world is indeed
getting smaller. When one adds the reach of radio, television and com-
puters (e-mail and internet), it becomes evident that what occurs in
some distant part of the world can resonate and reverberate almost in-
stantaneously in one’s own home location.

Linked and interacting with this trend is globalization, which has the
potential of creating an integrated global market place and cultural ho-
mogenization. A truly global economy may bring citizens of the world
closer together and cultural homogeneity may be what is needed to de-
velop the intersubjective consensus around the civic values and norms
that the Commission wants to inculcate globally. However, even the
Commission recognizes the less than benign impact that globalization has
had. With respect to economic liberalization, the Commission observes
that while the North–South dichotomy is becoming less pronounced and
some formerly underdeveloped countries (e.g. the Asian Tigers) may
have benefited from being integrated into the global economy, yet there
remains serious disparities within nations and regions, both North and
South. Furthermore, the ‘‘financial liberalization that seems to have cre-
ated a borderless world is also helping international criminals and creat-
ing numerous problems for poorer countries’’.29 In addition, there is a
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backlash against globalization and homogenization coming from anti-
globalization forces around the world – something the Commission ac-
knowledged. Finally, the intensification of globalization combined with
technological advances are making state borders increasingly porous and
actually helping to erode the authority of governments and their ability
to govern. To address these problems, the Commission suggests that a
rules-based global economic structure is even more vital today than it
has ever been.
A second trend identified by the Commission is the transformation

in the global military strategic terrain, particularly since the end of the
Cold War. While the lessening of tensions between the US and the
USSR in the 1980s had led to some major reductions in nuclear stock-
piles (vertical proliferation), the culmination of East–West confrontation
did not stop horizontal nuclear proliferation (as we can see now with In-
dia and Pakistan declaring nuclear power status, and North Korea claim-
ing to be also a member of the nuclear club). The Commission, in fact,
predicted that the world was on the verge of another arms race involving
not only nuclear but also chemical and biological weapons, and that this
new arms race would involve not only states but also non-state actors
(e.g. drug syndicates, political movements, terrorist groups, etc.).
The revelations since September 11, 2001 certainly indicate that on this

subject the Commission was very close to the mark. However, the solu-
tions proposed by the Commission for the global nuclear problem were
at best unrealistic. The Commission set the goal of progressively elimi-
nating nuclear arms and other WMDs in ‘‘ten to fifteen years’’.30 To ac-
complish this, the Commission recommended: the establishment of an eq-
uitable and universal nuclear non-proliferation regime that would include
both nuclear and non-nuclear states as participants and build upon the
efforts of the Non Proliferation Treaty (NPT); the conclusion of a com-
prehensive nuclear test ban treaty with universal membership accompa-
nied by an immediate moratorium on testing and use of existing stock-
piles; and the establishment of regional nuclear-weapons-free zones.
This kind of comprehensive denuclearization programme could never be
accomplished without the aid of global governance arrangements and in-
stitutionalization.
The proliferation in weapons of mass destruction is accompanied

by another troubling trend – the horizontal proliferation in small arms,
particularly in the less developed regions of the world. The surfeit of
small arms left over from the Cold War era was, in the opinion of the
Commissioners, ‘‘a key enabling factor in many conflicts now scarring
the world’’.31 The fact that the permanent members of the UN Security
Council32 are responsible for approximately 86 per cent of the small
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arms exported to countries in the Third World places the problem
squarely on the agenda of the apex governing body of the UN. The major
powers are clearly implicated in a great number of the civil conflicts that
have erupted in many parts of the developing world since the end of the
Cold War. True, several of these conflicts have been precipitated by so-
cial cleavages, long-standing ethnic, clan and religious tensions, personal
ambition and structural factors (such as the collapse of a regional power
balance or a geopolitical shift), but there is no question that glut in small
arms obtained from the major powers has helped to fuel these conflagra-
tions. In the opinion of the Commission, this problem requires a global
governance solution.

However, the solution offered by the Commission on Global Gover-
nance to the above problem is essentially utopian, flawed, and suspect.
The Commission proposed that all governments reduce their national
military spending and redirect money saved into economic and social
projects. While this may seem all well and good on the surface, this pro-
posal papers over the difficulties involved in unilateral disarmament and
conversion. The Commission suggested a number of levers and incentives
that might induce state leaders to move in this direction. One lever comes
in the form of linking the distribution of international aid and develop-
ment assistance to downsizing in national defence spending. Of course
the problem with this strategy is that it targets poor, underdeveloped
states and does nothing to slow down military spending in advanced in-
dustrialized countries. An incentive proposed by the Commission for re-
ducing military spending comes in the form of a call for a ‘‘Demilitariza-
tion Fund’’. But here again, this ‘‘incentive’’ is intended for developing
countries only, and would be managed by a multilateral institution like
the World Bank. The Commission seemed oblivious to the fact that these
suggestions would only serve to create major inequities and would most
likely be ignored by leaders who feel that their states’ military spending is
necessary for the self-defence of their territory and population.

In any event, demilitarization strategies only tackle one particular as-
pect of the global insecurity problem. A third disturbing trend, linked to
the above issue, is identified by the Commission as the spread of a culture
of violence. This trend can be seen in the exponential increases in brutal
civil wars since the end of the Cold War, the systematic utilization of rape
as a weapon of war, genocidal and ethnic cleansing activity, the use of
children as soldiers by both government and irregular forces, and the in-
crease in terrorist attacks worldwide. What is even more insidious is that
violence is oft-times ‘‘perceived as an end in itself’’.33 When violence be-
comes so pervasive in a society it can even threaten the survival of gov-
ernments and the functioning of the state. It can leave deep scars in the
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lives of children and seep into homes, particularly affecting women. Vio-
lence tends to beget violence and can become the breeding ground for
criminal and covert activity. The Commission on Global Governance rec-
ognized it as a main hurdle for global governance institutions to over-
come.
By emphasizing the need to sow the seeds of ‘‘a culture of non-

violence’’, the Commission demonstrated a desire to tackle root causes of
violence and human insecurities. In the words of the Report:

The task of promoting security in the global neighbourhood will be immeasurably
harder if in societies around the world a culture of violence is on the rise and per-
sonal insecurity is pervasive.34

The task here, according to the Commission, is one for global gover-
nance.
A fourth trend identified by the Commission is the global overpopula-

tion. The Report points out that ‘‘more people have been added to the
world’s population in the past five decades than in all the previous mil-
lennia of human existence’’.35 This development raises the distinct possi-
bility of a Malthusian-like crisis, occurring particularly in the poorest and
most economically fragile regions of the world. It also could lead to other
problems such as overcrowded cities, urban squalor, unsanitary condi-
tions, high unemployment, environmental and ecological degradation,
desertification, dwindling fisheries and other resources, disappearing spe-
cies, pollution, ozone layer depletion, global warming, and violence. Ac-
cording to the Commission,

Global governance has an important contribution to make in tackling causes of
excessively rapid population growth and urbanization, and in strengthening re-
gional, state, and local capacities to cope with their consequences.36

The problems associated with overpopulation require at minimum ‘‘a sys-
tematic, long term, global approach’’ that is guided by the principle of
sustainable development. Addressing the problem in this way is consid-
ered by the Commission as one of the essential tasks of global gover-
nance.
The above systemic trends and changes do present a window of oppor-

tunity for global governance. But they also remind us of the fact that
major obstacles will lie in the path of any attempts at establishing such
governance. Therefore, unlike the implication made by the Commission,
global governance is not a foregone conclusion, it is an idea that will have
to be nurtured and negotiated if it is to become a reality.
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The impact of the Commission on Global Governance
Report

Our Global Neighbourhood is a prescriptive document aimed at finding a
way forward for the world as it makes the transition from Cold War to
post-Cold War era. It offers a normative vision and strategy that could
help humanity in its quest to better manage its affairs. Therefore, it is re-
ally a blueprint for the governance of the globe, an aspiration rather than
a fact, at least during the transitional phase between what was seen as an
‘‘old’’ world order to a ‘‘new’’ world order.

The Commission’s Report is clearly a liberal-biased document. It por-
trays the concept of a liberal internationalist order that revolves around
the reform of existing institutions, like the UN system, with the potential
of embodying the vision and purpose of governance at the global level.
It has synthesized, and in some ways extended, proposals presented by
other blue ribbon commissions – particularly with respect to global secu-
rity, the world economy, and the global environment.37 This should not
be surprising considering the overlap in the membership of these blue
ribbon panels. It also builds on the ideas of liberal internationalist schol-
arship – ideas of complex interdependence, the advance of democracy
globally, the reform of existing global institutions and the role and place
of a growing and revitalized global civil society.

The Report has been cited in volumes of academic papers and books
since its publication in 1995. In some respects, its analysis and content
has struck a chord among supporters and critics of the Commission’s
work. Certainly some recommendations of the Commission have been
taken seriously within national, regional and global policy making bodies
and by non-state actors. Just to give the reader a sense of the impact
of the Report on policy makers, I will focus on one of the specific
recommendations – the Global Compact – that were taken up by Kofi
Annan, the UN Secretary-General.

It is evident that Annan drew upon the following quote in the Report
to make the case for what he has called ‘‘the Global Compact’’:

The international community needs to enlist the support of transnational business
in global governance and to encourage best practices, acknowledging the role
[the] private sector can play in meeting the needs of the global neighbourhood:
wide acceptance of these responsibilities is likely if the business sector is drawn
in to participate in the processes of governance.38

The UN Secretary-General introduced at the World Economic Forum in
Davos (1999) the idea of a ‘‘Global Compact’’39 as a means of improving,
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or recovering, the UN–private sector relationship. In doing so, he showed
that he had bought into the Commission’s notion that global governance
was about developing a network of partnerships for managing global
problems. Kofi Annan’s main goal was to get business leaders to practice
corporate responsibility and adhere to humanitarian values at a time
when there was widespread perception that international businesses are
uncaring – putting profits ahead of human rights protection and socio-
economic progress, especially in the developing world. In other words,
the UN Secretary-General rationalized that the UN was willing to get
into bed with multinational corporations and other major international
business organizations as long as they promised to uphold key UN values
and principles.
Corporate business leaders also bought into the Commission’s idea of

global governance partnerships, but for an entirely different reason. They
had begun to realize that if the momentum of globalization is to be sus-
tained (and the backlash against liberalization stemmed), then something
had to be done urgently about the cultural and social side effects of glob-
alization that are generally perceived negatively by a growing segment of
the world’s population. They immediately saw Annan’s idea of a Global
Compact as a way to spruce up the damaged image of international busi-
ness. In some respects, by going into partnership with the UN, global
business leaders realized that the UN would also have to make some
compromises and support, and even embrace, globalization – the engine
that propels capitalist profit-making. So the Global Compact soon be-
came acceptable to most business organizations. It would appear as well
that Annan, in calling for a Global Compact of ‘‘shared values and prin-
ciples’’ between the UN and international business, was motivated not
only by the tremendous groundswell against globalization but also by
the UN’s need for cold hard cash. Both the Secretary-General and major
corporate business leaders began to claim that the goals of the UN and
international corporate bodies were more or less the same with respect
to, for instance, the elimination of poverty.
This claim has been disputed by many, including Carol Bellamy (UNI-

CEF’s Executive Director) who in 1999 warned of the danger of assum-
ing that the goals of the private sector are somehow synonymous with
those of the UN, ‘‘because they most emphatically are not’’. Profit motive
drives business and at times this has clashed with UN values. For many
years, many within the UN have had a jaundiced view of the corporate
world precisely because of the callous actions of certain businesses. Com-
panies like Rio Tinto, UNOCAL, Dow Chemical, Disney and McDo-
nalds have been clamouring to be part of the ‘‘Global Compact’’, but
they are also examples of corporate worst practices. It should be borne
in mind that the Global Compact is not a binding code of conduct for in-
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ternational business. ‘‘The voluntary nature of newly adopted corporate
standards and codes of conduct means that multinationals are in a posi-
tion to structure these rules in ways that restrict them the least, fit the
best their comparative advantages and operations, and evade pervasive
control and monitoring mechanisms’’.40

Thus, getting into bed with international business is a risky venture for
the UN. The UN will be forced to borrow some values from the business
world if the partnership is to succeed. Some of the values of transnational
capital threaten the very values the Global Compact is supposed to up-
hold – principles of human rights, sustainable development, fair labour
practices, and environmental protection. Herein lies the problem. The
road ahead for UN–business collaboration is ‘‘paved with political hur-
dles, psychological roadblocks, and cultural chasms’’. There are compet-
ing visions between these two entities of the future of global order. There
is lingering suspicion within the UN of the private sector’s motives. In ad-
dition, the ideological differences as well as practical and legal hurdles to
this partnership seem insurmountable.41 Resistance to this idea of a
Global Compact is also coming from several developing states fearful of
the prospect that their economies will be dominated by a new wave of
neo-colonialism – aided and abetted by the UN. Resistance also comes
from within the ranks of the UN Secretariat who fear that many jobs
within the UN will be lost as a result of outsourcing and secondment
practices.

So while the impact of the Commission on Global Governance on Kofi
Annan’s thinking was critical in this case, this example also reveals that
not all of the recommendations of the Commission were fully thought
through, and some of them will most likely be rejected by critics of liberal
internationalist ideology.

Criticisms of the Report

The fact that there have been major critiques of Our Global Neighbour-
hood coming from several quarters is an indication of the broad impact
this blue ribbon panel has had. Clearly scholars and practitioners have
taken the Report seriously enough to challenge its main assumptions
and test its primary arguments against the harsh realities of this moment
in history. Space limitations will not permit an elaboration of all of the
criticisms levelled at the Report. I will only provide a sampling of some
of them.

Carol Prager, for instance, notes that the most striking traits of Our
Global Neighbourhood are ‘‘the cosmopolitan neo-Kantian features of
its vision: the focus on people rather than states, and the assertion of the
existence of a global civil society’’.42 In a nutshell, Prager gets to the
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heart of the essence of this Report. However, as she correctly points out,
the Commission’s view of global civil society is questionable. It certainly
can be contrasted with the communitarian position (e.g. Hegel, Waltzer)
that civil society is only possible within the state. She is backed by other
critics such as Waterman who questions whether there is such a thing as a
global civil society. As he puts it, civil society presumes a state of some
form that can rein in the behaviour of its ‘‘citizens’’. Waterman points
out that just a few years ago most people would have argued that since
there is no state at the international level, there can be no global civil so-
ciety.43 Of course, he was also one of the first to present civil society as a
tentative ideological formulation back in 1992, but he is quick to criticize
the Commission’s use of the term as ‘‘an international policy slogan’’.44
Waterman concludes that Our Global Neighbourhood is an example of
‘‘utopian reformism’’ that will soon be relegated to the dustbin along
with similar past efforts.45
Claims by the Commission of the existence of a global neighbourhood

are also considered as more wishful thinking then anything else. As
Prager notes: ‘‘It not only presupposes membership in a single political
unit, but the much more intimate relationship of neighbours’’ entails
‘‘stunning leaps of logic’’. She argues that this is ‘‘an excellent example
of the attempt to bring something into existence by naming it’’.46 And,
she is not the only one who is critical of the Commission on this score.
Upendra Baxi in agreement with Prager submits that the Commission,
in its enthusiasm with positing the existence of global civil society and
the civic values of a global neighbourhood, masks ‘‘the plurality and mul-
tiplicity of worlds within this ‘world’ ’’.47 Baxi is particularly critical of the
Commission’s concept of a global neighbourhood, suggesting that the
world is really composed of the established (advanced industrial soci-
eties) and the marginalized (the recently decolonized but repauperized
nations and societies of the underdeveloped world). To put it another
way, there are in fact at least two neighbourhoods – a ‘‘gated one’’ and
a ‘‘ghetto’’.

As economic globalization proceeds, the local becomes the ghetto of the global
marketplace; spaces for plurality and diversity shrink as the entire world becomes
a series of shopping malls and arcades and human beings become market-
mutated lustful consumerists (à la the Gremlins). And yet globalization of con-
sumerism does not transform ‘‘aliens’’ into ‘‘neighbors’’. They remain ‘‘socially
distant’’ even after they acquire the likeness of appetite to consume.48

Baxi calls this division ‘‘universal otherhood,’’ which contrasts signifi-
cantly with the Commission’s notion of ‘‘global neighborhood’’.
He goes on further to argue that the ‘‘unproblematic construction of
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governance’’ by the Commission ‘‘is designed to facilitate an articulate
discourse on global governance’’. Yet, this construction, in his opinion,
was ultimately flawed for several reasons. First, it is regressive to con-
ceive of ‘‘governance’’ in the ‘‘iconic languages of corporate power’’. As
an example, Baxi points to the problematic management of ‘‘relations’’
between ‘‘predator peoples and indigenous peoples’’. In the case of the
former, assimilation, even forced, constitutes ‘‘good’’ governance for the
latter. He also points out that patriarchal governance ‘‘is a grid of power
worked out in a mutually reinforcing way by key state and civil society
agents/institution’’.49 Clearly governance at any level is not unproble-
matic. At times it can be viewed as hegemonic domination. Even if we
consider governance a process, it must be realized that that process may
be ‘‘permeated by structures-in-dominance, both in states and civil soci-
eties’’.50

Clearly, Baxi is right to point out that conflict, contradiction and ‘‘vic-
timage’’ characterize the structures as well as processes of governance. In
other words, governance is a process of shaping (in Foucault’s words)
‘‘the conduct of conduct’’. And the conduct (governance) as shaping the
conduct (submission, subjugation, collaboration, obedience, apathy)
arises precisely because ‘‘to govern . . . means to govern things’’51 –
including human beings, in their relations, their links, their imbrications,
with those other things which are wealth, resources, means of substance,
the territories; men in their relations to other kinds of things, customs,
habits, ways of acting and thinking; in their relations to other kinds of
things like accidents and misfortunes such as famines, epidemics, death.
It is these imbrications of men and things that constitute the dynamics of
governance, according to Baxi. The Report’s construction of governance
thus overlooks comprehensively both the ‘‘thingification’’ of human
beings and the materiality of power itself. Baxi concludes that, ‘‘In every
single sense, then, one might say that the report’s enunciation is cogni-
tively malnourished’’.52

Regardless of whether or not the work of the Commission on Global
Governance is utopian or realistic, it is clear that Our Global Neighbour-
hood has had a major impact on supporters and critics alike.

Conclusion

Whether or not one agrees with the notion of global governance, it is im-
portant for us to treat blue ribbon panels like the Commission on Global
Governance seriously. The ideas generated from these important and in-
fluential individuals should not be taken as givens and should not simply
percolate into public debate without deconstruction and criticism.
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There are at least two competing conceptual approaches to the study
of multilateralism and global governance. The first is a traditional one
which accepts uncritically the existing configuration of state and eco-
nomic power and opts for piecemeal reforms to existing multilateral and
governance structures so long as they are in accordance with the overall
vision of ‘‘status quo’’ elements within the international system. In other
words, it proposes the reform or adaptation of the existing multilateral
institutional framework without questioning the constitutive principles
or underlying ideas of world politics embodied within that framework.
The second emphasizes the importance of analysing the nexus between
evolving global order and changes to the concrete manifestations of the
multilateral process (i.e. the activity of institutions and organizations of
involved in governance at the global level).53 Advocates of this second
approach first ask, ‘‘What are the ways in which global order is chang-
ing?’’ and ‘‘Do we have the correct institutional structures and arrange-
ments to deal with the new demands that are bound to emerge from
such changes?’’
Clearly traditional approaches to the study of multilateralism and

global governance, while important in terms of helping to establish a suc-
cessful academic research programme, have proven insufficient for mak-
ing these concepts relevant in our changing world. Neo-realism, with its
state-centric, static and generalized assumptions, does not allow for the
progression of thought and praxis, while liberal institutionalism with its
focus on interstate institutionalization at times finds itself disconnected
from the changes taking place in the global system and from the realities
of governance at the global level. Regime theorists and neo-liberal schol-
ars have tried to repair the damage by re-linking institutional practices
with the broader issue of regional and global governance. However, the
main failings of the traditional approaches to the study and practice of
multilateralism and global governance, besides their state-centrism, are
their fetishism with current events, their underlying rationalist/problem-
solving epistemology, and their inability to adequately reflect the new
realities of the complex and turbulent world in which we live.
The Report of the Commission on Global Governance offers a slightly

different perspective on global governance from the dominant neo-realist
and liberal institutional paradigms. In recognizing the historicity of the
concept of governance, the Report demonstrates the extent to which the
multilateral stage has broadened to include multiple actors, in essence
pluralizing global governance. At the same time, it remains firmly wed-
ded to a state-centric bias that leads one to conclude that the Commis-
sioners have a major stake in maintaining existing institutions of gover-
nance. The end result is a seemingly schizophrenic work that is at the
same time ‘‘traditional’’ as well as ‘‘critical’’. To be in such a position is
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not necessarily a bad thing. After all, at this juncture in our history we
cannot speak with certainty as though we have arrived at any coherent,
or viably aggregated, form of global governance. What we have can best
be described as inter-national governance, with the UN system acting as
a sort of linchpin with the potential to give that governance a truly holis-
tic and global shape sometime in the future. At the same time, as the
Commission on Global Governance makes clear, there is a noticeable
evolution in governance activity at the global level and within human so-
ciety whose trajectory bears evidence of a progressive, albeit not consis-
tently linear, development in the direction of what might eventually be
called true ‘‘global governance’’. In answer to the critics, the Commis-
sioners would probably say that their efforts, therefore, reflect this ambi-
guity.

In many respects, this particular blue ribbon report figuratively strad-
dles the fence that separates traditional and critical approaches to global
governance and multilateralism. While the authors demonstrate a pro-
pensity to acknowledge and appreciate the need for ‘‘new’’ multilateral-
ism, they appear equally unwilling to distance themselves totally from the
‘‘old’’ multilateralism practised in state-centric ‘‘international’’ organiza-
tions like the UN system. As such, Our Global Neighbourhood is little
different from its predecessors, that is, the Brandt, Palme, Brundtland,
and Nyerere blue ribbon panels. As Richard Falk incisively points out:

Our Global Neighbourhood continues the commission tradition of being suffi-
ciently ingratiating to the established order so as not to provoke an explicit rejec-
tion at high levels of officialdom.54
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6

Regulating the possession and
use of nuclear weapons: Ideas,
commissions, and agency in
international security politics – the
case of the Canberra Commission

Marianne Hanson

Various studies have been commissioned in recent years that seek to in-
fluence the role of nuclear weapons and the pace of nuclear arms control
and disarmament in international security. These studies have helped to
reflect and also to generate a profound rethinking of the place of nuclear
weapons in international security. Significantly, as independent studies
drawing on the expertise of key academics, analysts, NGOs, and others,
they represent an important shift in agency and norm reinforcement in
global politics, a new area of intersection between governmental and
non-governmental processes, which reflects a move away from traditional
great power-based negotiations on security issues. The extent to which
these initiatives can determine policy decisions on arms control or the
elimination of nuclear weapons remains uncertain, but they have undeni-
ably helped to articulate and reinforce the idea of disarmament at a dip-
lomatic and policy level in a way that is substantially new to the practice
of international relations.

Notable studies issued in the 1990s by independent bodies included the
Stimson Center Steering Committee Reports, especially its final report,
An American Legacy: Building a Nuclear Free World (March 1997), and
the report of the Committee on International Security and Arms Control
of the US National Academy of Sciences, The Future of Nuclear Weapons
Policy. Also notable was the Statement on Nuclear Weapons by Inter-
national Generals and Admirals in 1996 and a similar Statement by Inter-
national Civilian Leaders.1 Perhaps most substantial are the reports
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sponsored by individual states. The Australian government-sponsored
Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons2 in 1996
and the Japanese government-sponsored Tokyo Forum Report, Facing
Nuclear Dangers3 released in 1999, have been adopted as useful state-
backed analyses of the feasibility of nuclear elimination. These initiatives
sought to avoid the sometimes belaboured progression of bilateral and
multilateral talks and formal negotiations, and to produce assessments
which might have a more timely and pronounced impact than did tradi-
tional security negotiations. Relevant here also is the 1998 Canadian Par-
liamentary Report, Canada and the Nuclear Challenge, the recommen-
dations of which were aimed at reducing the political value of nuclear
weapons and advancing non-proliferation and disarmament.4 Over-
whelmingly, these studies called not for unilateral disarmament, but
rather for phased, balanced, and verifiable moves towards the eventual
elimination of nuclear weapons, based on calculations of the utility of
such weapons. Reflecting a call for the salience of nuclear weapons to be
reduced in the post-Cold War era, they revealed a general agreement
that while these weapons cannot be disinvented, their possession and
use – and their eventual elimination – can nevertheless be managed by
strong norms and institutions within international society.
This chapter will focus on the origins and significance of what is argu-

ably the principal state-sponsored contribution to the idea of nuclear
weapons elimination, the Canberra Commission on the Elimination of
Nuclear Weapons. This Commission’s Report continues to play an
important role in the wider arms control and disarmament debate –
notwithstanding the presently unfavourable climate for these issues –
and stands as a key reference point in that debate.5 Appearing in the
mid-1990s, the Canberra Commission was very much the product of a fa-
vourable international climate and developments in Australian domestic
politics. But its convening was also, crucially, dependent on the aspira-
tions and activism of two key members of the Australian government at
the time, Prime Minister Paul Keating and Foreign Minister Gareth
Evans, who sought explicitly to locate their foreign policy initiatives with-
in the concept of ‘‘good international citizenship’’. The timely conver-
gence of these factors produced an initiative that clearly challenged
prevailing orthodoxy on nuclear strategy and postures, articulated a com-
pelling alternative to such doctrines and placed the issue of the elimina-
tion of nuclear weapons firmly on the international agenda.6

The Canberra Commission: the international context

The Cold War bilateral paradigm for international arms control and dis-
armament efforts had ensured that the security concerns and preferences
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of small- and middle-sized states in the international system were always
subservient to those of the superpowers. The structural changes brought
about by the ending of the Cold War therefore, produced expectations
that debates on security could now include the views of a broader range
of states and that multilateral security mechanisms might be utilized in a
way that had not been possible earlier.

This new climate saw the initiation of several new developments that
strengthened international support for the elimination of nuclear weap-
ons: the unofficial moratorium on nuclear testing after 1991, the legal
prohibitions of the Chemical Weapons Convention in 1993, the indefinite
extension of the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1995, and the
completion of a Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) in 1996. A de-
velopment concurrent with these was the World Court Project, an inter-
national citizens’ initiative that sought to have the International Court of
Justice consider the legal status of nuclear weapons (its advisory opinion
was delivered in July 1996, a month before the Canberra Commission re-
port was released). Each of these developments, in different ways, helped
to reinforce a view that the elimination of nuclear weapons, considered
impossible during the Cold War, might now be within the reach of the
international community. The momentum provided by these events al-
lowed the Australian Labor government to identify a propitious climate
for international disarmament efforts. They lent weight to the argument
that the context of international politics had changed sufficiently by the
mid-1990s to allow for a rethinking of the place of nuclear weapons.

Despite these substantial advances, however, the arsenals of the nu-
clear weapon states (NWS) remained on high alert and concrete steps
that would assist disarmament – such as full implementation of the Stra-
tegic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) II between the United States and
Russia – remained elusive. In order to shift the agenda more favourably
toward complete elimination, the Australian government sought to com-
mission a report from an internationally recognized group of experts, to
ask them to make the case, if it could be made, for the complete elimina-
tion of nuclear weapons. The government’s aim was to publicize the
Commission’s results to the widest possible audience, to present it for
formal adoption to the UN General Assembly and thus give it a priority
and respected standing in international politics.

Domestic political considerations

There were domestic political developments too that favoured the launch
of the Canberra Commission in 1995. Chief among these was the deliber-
ate and self-conscious adoption of a policy of ‘‘good international citizen-
ship’’ by the government (discussed at length below) but specific events
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within Australia also came to push the momentum for convening the
Canberra Commission.
Within the domestic political context, the creation of the Commission

was a useful means of achieving a number of related policy goals. The
Keating government had been seeking to channel pressures from within
the left of the Labor Party and from anti-nuclear groups into a practical
proposal for disarmament. Underpinning this was a complex but gener-
ally low-key debate about Australia’s role between support for the West-
ern alliance system and reform of international security institutions in fa-
vour of smaller and middle-sized states. These underlying concerns were
overtaken by a much more challenging and immediate development,
however – the resumption of nuclear testing by first China and later
France.7 Yet while the launching of the Commission might be seen as an
immediate political response to the tests, it must also be noted that the
idea of a creative, new approach to nuclear matters appears to have
been in gestation prior to the tests. Foreign Minister Evans had noted at
least a year before the French tests that the post-Cold War environment
was ripe for initiatives favouring elimination and had explicitly argued
the case for a nuclear weapon-free world.8 Keating, for his part, had
been aware of the substance, if not the actual details, of the recently re-
leased Stimson and Federation of American Scientists reports favouring
elimination, and the growth of the disarmament debate overseas.9 These
developments had undoubtedly shaped the Keating government’s view
that a bold policy initiative on the nuclear question was needed. Thus
while the need to respond to widespread concerns in the Australian and
regional community over French nuclear testing was a key element of the
Canberra Commission initiative, it was certainly not the only consider-
ation. The changing international environment had included the appear-
ance of a respected intellectual debate on the elimination of nuclear
weapons, one that clearly resonated with Keating’s and Evans’s own
search for diplomatic influence.

Good international citizenship: a conceptual underpinning
for the Canberra Commission

While both international and domestic factors suggested the convening of
the Canberra Commission, there was also an important conceptual ele-
ment to Australian foreign policy at the time that precipitated it. One of
the central planks of Australia’s foreign policy under the Keating govern-
ment (and indeed present also to some extent under the immediately pre-
ceding Bob Hawke government) was the notion that Australia, as a good
international citizen, could play a positive and constructive role in the
changing climate of post-Cold War politics.10 In crafting a response to
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the new international relations agenda, the Labor governments of the
late 1980s and early–mid-1990s were concerned with instilling an explic-
itly declared sense of principle and morally informed action into foreign
policy, and with the increasing opportunities afforded to middle sized
powers to play a more assertive role in the restructured environment
of global politics. The arms control and disarmament diplomacy pursued
by the government fell clearly within the context of what the Labor
government claimed was its enactment of good international citizen-
ship. Indeed the Canberra Commission, the final – and most novel –
disarmament initiative of the Labor government before it lost power in
1996, can be seen as the clearest expression of what Keating and Evans
understood to be good international citizenship (GIC).11

GIC involved primarily the notion that principled action should be
considered an objective of a state’s foreign policy. Although most politi-
cal leaders would claim a degree of moral basis for foreign policy deci-
sions, and earlier Australian governments had implicitly acknowledged
the place of humane principles in their policies, the ethical dimension of
Australia’s external relations became the site of direct attention and
debate following the formal and explicit adoption of this nomenclature
into the Australian government’s foreign policy objectives in 1988.12
This move represented the self-conscious adoption of a moral and princi-
pled declaratory basis to policy formulation, formally broadening the dis-
course to include GIC as an integral part of the state’s actions. By 1991,
Evans had elevated the GIC concept from a recognition of a growing
ethic in international politics to one of Australia’s four central foreign
policy objectives. In his co-authored book13 and in subsequent official
publications from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, he set
down the central place that the concept held in the formulation and
implementation of Australia’s post-Cold War foreign policy. For Evans,
GIC objectives, like political, strategic, and economic objectives were
fundamental to the pursuit of a constructive and intelligent foreign pol-
icy. The issues he associated with GIC (human rights, the environment,
development assistance and, later, the elimination of nuclear weapons)
were central to the way in which he perceived Australia’s new diplomatic
role in the post-Cold War period, but these did not fit neatly into any ex-
isting conceptual paradigm. The concept of good international citizenship
was thus as much about providing a framework for an important element
of Australian diplomacy under Labor as it was about establishing a more
overtly ethical dimension to the conduct of international affairs.

In particular, Evans’s conceptualization of GIC related to an increasing
utilization of multilateral processes in the conduct of international rela-
tions. He pointed to a set of policy outcomes as demonstrable evidence
of Australia’s middle power diplomacy as good global citizenship, the
most notable of which included the Cambodian peace plan of 1990, the
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agreement on mining in the Antarctic, and the Chemical Weapons Con-
vention of 1993.14 It was towards the end of his tenure that other activ-
ities such as Australia’s role in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty Re-
view and Extension Conference (NPTREC), its intensified lobbying for a
Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty and its convening of the Can-
berra Commission took place.
Not surprisingly, articulation of the GIC concept was not without its

critics, giving rise to views that the government’s desire to be a good in-
ternational citizen was little more than self-aggrandized posturing with
impractical notions of an idealized form of global affairs. Other concerns
centred on the presence of realpolitik in the conduct of foreign policy,15
the implication being that the inconsistency of the application of GIC
principles discredited the entire premise of the viability of an ethic in for-
eign policy, the very basis on which the GIC concept was built.
Yet criticism that GIC was unevenly applied and that the Australian

government failed to take a consistently principled stand in foreign policy
missed an essential point. As Evans himself argued, GIC did not imply
forfeiting national interests completely for the sake of moral principles,
any more than it implied that foreign policy must always be dictated by
calculations of self-interest. It was a means of aiming for morally accept-
able outcomes while working within the constraints inherent in govern-
ment. Evans16 and David Goldsworthy17 have noted that far from being
a purely idealistic venture, it reflected an attempt to blend the pragmatic
protection of a state’s national interests with policies that were also in-
herently good and of potential benefit to the wider global community.
Clearly, proposing the elimination of a class of weapons known for their
inhumane and horrific effects, and which were in any case of questionable
utility, fell into this category. The convening of the Commission reflected
the Evans/Keating belief that foreign policy actions based on principles
and norms can be for the greater good and that ethical concerns for the
rights and well-being of humans across the globe could be a realistic part
of policy calculations. The fundamental ethical idea that lay at the heart
of the GIC concept was the notion that states should be involved in pro-
moting policies within the international system that were inherently valu-
able and not simply the expression of specific national, economic, or se-
curity interests.

Good international citizenship and the element of active
leadership: a further prerequisite for the Canberra
Commission

A full understanding of the motives that gave rise to the Canberra Com-
mission requires appreciation of a further element. The specific Austra-
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lian version of good international citizenship needs to be located within
the broader context of Gareth Evans’s notion of an activist middle power
addressing salient issues, proposing political initiatives and leading the
processes of multilateralism. In essence, Evans’s conceptualization of
GIC objectives in Australia’s foreign policy was as much about leadership
in multilateral diplomacy as it was about providing an ethical basis for
the conduct of foreign policy. Under these terms, being a good interna-
tional citizen was not so much about simply doing the right thing in inter-
national politics. It was also about the opportunities for an activist middle
power to provide intellectual, creative, and sometimes risk-taking leader-
ship as a means of addressing the ever-expanding range of issues con-
fronting states in the 1990s.

This was confirmed and made explicit towards the end of Evans’s term
as Foreign Minister. He made the point that the expression of GIC multi-
lateralist objectives in Australian foreign policy was ‘‘primarily activist
rather than reflective or responsive.’’18 The distinction is an important
one for understanding the motivations and conceptual underpinnings of
the GIC initiative as it evolved in Australian foreign policy. Central to
understanding it, he claimed, was an appreciation of ‘‘the extent to which
GIC is about providing international leadership and constructing a better
international environment.’’19 Rather than merely complying with exist-
ing norms and rules, states should pursue, in addition, innovative and
active diplomatic ventures to progress those norms and rules. The ideas
that led to the Canberra Commission can thus be seen as, for Evans and
Keating at least, the natural progression of a responsible and activist
state formulating proposals to set the direction for international policies.

A renewed interest in the question of international leadership coin-
cided with, and acted as a catalyst for, assertions of an expanded role
for middle powers in contemporary international politics. The early con-
ceptual work on middle power leadership in post-Cold War politics was
led by the work of Oran Young.20 While not specifically concerned with
the role of middle powers per se, Young’s analysis of leadership in in-
ternational negotiations nevertheless argued that structural, or hegem-
onic, power was less important to the outcome of negotiated political
settlements and influencing the international agenda than it had been
during the Cold War era. Young suggested that leadership was no longer
simply a function of hegemony in the international system and that states
which employed a combination of imagination and brokering skills could
have a significant influence on political outcomes.21 His work on post-
hegemonic leadership styles had an important impact on the develop-
ment of thinking about the expanded diplomatic role of middle powers
in international politics in the 1990s. In particular, Cooper, Higgott, and
Nossal22 adopted Young’s notion of non-hegemonic leadership as a con-
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ceptual foundation for their study on Canadian and Australian middle
power diplomacy during the transformation of the international eco-
nomic and political system in the 1980s and 1990s. Their work was the
most comprehensive attempt to apply Young’s various categories of
leadership to the raft of post-Cold War diplomatic initiatives undertaken
by these two prominent middle powers. Raino Malnes23 has also devel-
oped Young’s initial work on leadership and has added to Young’s cate-
gories an emphasis on what he terms ‘‘directional’’ leadership, which ‘‘at-
tempts to influence the interests, values and beliefs’’ of parties involved
in particular issues.24 What Malnes has identified as directional leader-
ship involves the ability to sway participants to a particular course of
action by disseminating new ideas about the desirability of certain ar-
rangements and influencing the positions states adopt in multilateral
forums.
It is perhaps this last point which has most relevance for Evans’s

understanding of good international citizenship and middle power diplo-
macy. As he noted, activism alone in foreign policy circles was a neces-
sary but not sufficient condition of middle power leadership. In the ab-
sence of what Evans called ‘‘clout’’ in the international system, middle
powers would need to rely on their intellectual capital for leading states
and pursuing outcomes for common agenda problems. In this way, Evans’
notion of good international citizenship as middle power leadership in in-
ternational politics was closely akin to Malnes’s dimension of directional
leadership. This involved, particularly in arms control initiatives such as
the Canberra Commission which sought to exercise informed influence
over key security players, an attempt to shape the attitudes of other
states and construct particular outcomes in the international system. If
we take Evans at face value and accept that being a good international
citizen was as much about actively promoting a core set of ideas to the
international community as it was about merely engaging in the signifi-
cant debates of the time, this notion of directional leadership becomes
more apparent.

Prelude to the Canberra Commission: Australia’s arms
control diplomacy

It was Australia’s disarmament diplomacy during the 1990s that came to
conform most clearly to the Evans version of GIC: propitious for Austra-
lian security interests, serving the wider purposes of global security, mul-
tilateralist in method, reformist in tone and content, and above all,
endeavouring to provide a degree of political leadership and problem-
solving to one of the key post-Cold War security issues. In many ways,
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arms control initiatives, culminating in the Canberra Commission, came
to be the most appropriate and logical vehicle for demonstrating Aus-
tralia’s GIC credentials. Whereas human rights, development aid, and
environmental efforts had been earmarked as original targets for GIC
activism, the constraints surrounding easy implementation of these poli-
cies became evident over time. Inconsistent application of a thoroughly
‘‘principled’’ foreign policy, particularly on human rights issues, attracted
criticism that claims of GIC were little more than grandstanding, de-
signed to promote a favourable policy image, but which ultimately could
not sustain the required moral commitment required of GIC. And while
this criticism was not always deserved (especially given Evans’s own ac-
knowledgment that GIC would have to be a blend of what was realisti-
cally achievable within the constraints of foreign policy and the search
for ideal solutions), it undoubtedly influenced the degree to which the
government could claim successful outcomes in these fields. These areas
were never discarded as targets for GIC, but increasingly, Labor’s for-
eign policy initiatives – at least those which could safely be upheld as
evidence of GIC – came to focus on arms control and disarmament activ-
ities, beginning largely with the success of the Chemical Weapons Con-
vention in 1993 and continuing up to the formation of the Canberra
Commission in 1995. It was almost as if there was a tacit recognition
that this was one area in which GIC initiatives could be applied without
risking accusations of ‘‘selling out’’.

Focusing on arms control and disarmament carried little risk of bring-
ing serious disadvantage to the government’s foreign policy programme.
It was an issue that enjoyed bipartisan support in Australia, at least in
terms of the general ends envisaged, if not the means to go about achiev-
ing these ends. (This was notwithstanding greater willingness on the part
of Keating and Evans than the conservative Coalition Government to
loosen Australia’s tight affiliation with US objectives, a policy justified
in terms of post-Cold War security calculations.) Similarly, pursuing
arms control objectives did not imperil Australia’s economic and trade
relations in the same way that human rights policies towards states like
Burma, Indonesia, and especially China might have done. Given a signif-
icant, if diffuse, public approval of arms control objectives, pursuing this
area seemed a logical means of continuing and amplifying the govern-
ment’s GIC programme.

Additionally, Australia’s record of disarmament diplomacy over the
previous two decades pointed naturally to a role for Australia on the
question of the elimination of nuclear weapons, a role that could now be
pursued with greater vigour. From the early 1980s, Australia had sought
to play a more activist role in disarmament affairs through the Confer-
ence on Disarmament (CD),25 but the 1990s saw heightened expecta-
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tions for multilateral security agreements on nuclear arms control and
disarmament. Moreover, Australia’s strategic and geographic position,
together with its disarmament credentials made it well-placed to commis-
sion a report on nuclear elimination. It was a state that had been both a
loyal supporter of its nuclear US ally and also a firm advocate of arms
control and disarmament through respected multilateral forums, the lat-
ter stance gaining it an important degree of acceptance from the non-
nuclear states. It was far enough away from the centres of power to dis-
tance itself from the nuclear posturings of the Cold War era, but was
nevertheless a committed member of the Western alliance. Moreover,
by never seriously pursuing a nuclear weapons capability for itself, Aus-
tralia could implicitly claim a position of leadership and example to other
states, a committed non-proliferator urging non-proliferation and dis-
armament at the global level.

The Canberra Commission as implementation of
active good international citizenship

The Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons, the
final Keating/Evans disarmament initiative, was announced in October
1995, five months before the Labor government was removed from
power. It brought together a group of 17 independent specialists on the
political, legal and strategic aspects of nuclear weapons. The expertise
and general standing of the individual Commissioners was a key compo-
nent of the Commission’s status. Included were former prime ministers,
ambassadors, academics, and civilian and military leaders. Two of the
most prominent Commissioners were from the US: General Lee Butler,
former Commander in Chief of the US Strategic Air Command, and
Robert McNamara, former US Secretary for Defense. Following a series
of meetings over a ten-month period, the consensus among the Commis-
sioners was that continuing assertions of nuclear weapons’ utility were
not viable and that a window of opportunity existed for the nuclear
weapon states to undertake a phased programme of complete nuclear
disarmament. The report argued that nuclear weapons have no strategic
or political utility; this being the case, then the dangers of accidental
or ‘‘irrational’’ use could best be countered by a programme of phased
elimination, together with a strict monitoring and verification regime.
An elimination of nuclear weapons would bring these weapons into line
with the other two types of weapons of mass destruction, chemical and
biological weapons, both of which are clearly prohibited (in terms of use
and possession) by established international law upheld by the United
States and other key players in the international system.
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The report’s analysis of the utility of nuclear weapons was a compelling
one.26 It rebutted the view that nuclear weapons are useful to deter nu-
clear or conventional attacks, or that they are necessary to counter chem-
ical or biological weapon attacks. The report recommended a number of
steps including taking nuclear forces off alert status, removing warheads
from delivery vehicles, ending the deployment of all non-strategic weap-
ons, ending nuclear testing, phased further reductions in US-Russian ar-
senals and reciprocal no-first-use agreements. It outlined the case for a
ban on weapons-grade fissile material and detailed strict verification pro-
cedures that must accompany any move towards elimination. One of the
report’s main arguments was that maintaining the status quo of nuclear
‘‘apartheid’’ might encourage other states, such as India, Pakistan, Syria,
Iraq, or North Korea, to develop their own nuclear capabilities if they
perceived that the existing nuclear weapons states would not move to-
wards disarmament. (Some of these fears were subsequently realized, of
course: Iraq, Iran, and North Korea currently stand accused of develop-
ing nuclear weapons or a nuclear weapons programme, while India’s and
Pakistan’s decisions to test nuclear devices in May 1998 pointed, inter
alia, to dissatisfaction with the unwillingness of the existing nuclear weap-
on states to disarm as justifications for their policies. Indeed a criticism
that can be made of the Commission is that it did not include representa-
tives from India or Pakistan, states of crucial importance to the disarma-
ment debate.)

Undoubtedly, the report put forward a highly ambitious agenda and it
remains the case that there was an enormous gulf between the report’s
recommendations and the reality of nuclear weapon states taking steps
in that direction. Indeed what the Canberra Commission’s report showed
was that while each of the strategic, technological, or political reasons for
maintaining nuclear arsenals were less than tenable in the new strategic
climate of the post-Cold War period, what was required for disarmament
to occur was a dramatic shift in the thinking of nuclear weapon states’ po-
litical leaders. The report conceded that the elimination of nuclear weap-
ons, if it occurs at all, will be a long and difficult process requiring years
of work as well as the full commitment of the existing nuclear weapon
states.

The Commission’s report was not finalized until after the Australian
federal election. Published in August 1996 and presented to the new con-
servative Coalition Government, the report was clearly now in the hands
of a government that differed markedly from its original sponsors. It was
presented, although with considerable reluctance, by the new govern-
ment to the 51st session of the UN General Assembly. This government
did not seek to have the report formally adopted by the UN and its dis-
inclination to provide appropriate support and impetus for the report

THE CANBERRA COMMISSION 133



meant that the Commission lost a key opportunity to establish itself at
the international political level in a forceful and effective way. Moreover,
the new government failed to emphasize with sufficient force the report’s
warning that unless steps were taken to adopt a programme of phased
and verifiable nuclear weapons elimination, the world faced a continuing
danger of further proliferation, and the risks of deliberate, inadvertent or
‘‘irrational’’ use.
Despite the fact that the new government did not actively promote the

report, the initial international reaction to the Commission’s work was
generally positive, eliciting favourable comment from members of the
non-aligned movement and even from the United States.27 Over the fol-
lowing few years, it came to influence the disarmament debate in a steady
and sustained manner. The report came to be an important step in the
broader push for nuclear elimination set against the background of the
end of the Cold War and the attendant change in the context of nuclear
weaponry, a push which is fuelled by ongoing academic and strategic re-
search. The Commission’s report is now part of a wider debate urging
elimination which includes research from a number of prestigious and re-
spected US and other research centres, many of them mainstream orga-
nizations whose advocacy of this cause even a decade earlier would have
been unimaginable. The report represented a major contribution to the
then evolving debate on nuclear elimination and stands as a reference
point for numerous political and military disarmament analysts. It has,
for instance been incorporated into recent studies on nuclear elimination
(notably the Stimson Center’s 1997 Steering Committee report, the re-
port of the Committee on International Security and Arms Control of
the American National Academy of Sciences, the Carnegie Commission
on Preventing Deadly Conflict and the Tokyo Forum report on Reducing
Nuclear Dangers) and has generated a significant amount of diplomatic
attention.28 Individual members of the Commission have also publicized
the report’s findings and taken the process forward to a wider audi-
ence.29 Especially at the diplomatic level, the report generated substan-
tial interest; it formed the basis of the platform adopted by the New
Agenda Coalition, a group of eight nations now actively pursuing nuclear
disarmament in the United Nations.30 Thus while the report did not have
an impact in terms of policy change, and was not actively supported by
the incoming Australian government, it has been kept as a cornerstone
in the on-going academic and diplomatic attempts to advance disarma-
ment. In any case, the deterioration of the international strategic climate
after 1996 closed the door on what was seen as something of a golden age
in arms control initiatives, making immediate tangible outcomes unlikely.
The Commission was formed at a time when expectations for advances in
arms control were high; that it was not able to fulfil these expectations
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but nevertheless remain central to ongoing debates in this field is an im-
portant achievement.

What lessons can be learned from the experience of the Canberra
Commission? I will first consider the impact of the Commission and its
report, before proposing a range of conditions conducive to the success
of such initiatives. The Canberra Commission represented a novel form
of disarmament diplomacy, the application of state patronage to a
group of independent and respected analysts in the interest of furthering
arms control and disarmament, seeking to challenge status quo thinking
on nuclear weapons and provide new directions for international security
discussions.

The Canberra Commission report, as with those other studies that pre-
ceded or followed it, has contributed significantly to sustaining what is
termed here the non-nuclear norm. They have undoubtedly added weight
to the pervasive and growing feeling among many states and their publics
that nuclear weapons must be de-legitimized as instruments of security, a
message that the nuclear weapon states are finding difficult to ignore.
This is notwithstanding the resurgence of nuclearism shown by some of
these states, and especially by the United States, recently. The nuclear
weapon states are now living in, and having to justify their policies and
behaviour within, the world of the non-nuclear norm, even if their strate-
gic doctrines and practices are not yet changing.

Such commissions also serve to remind the nuclear weapon states that
smaller states (and indeed non-state actors also) within the international
community seek to influence security dialogues. There is a sense that
more inclusive and innovative ideas such as these can help to provide as-
sessments of threats and assist in the formulation of ideas to reduce these
threats, a point noted by Robert O’Neill, a Canberra Commissioner. This
new type of activity also reflects a shifting pattern of agency and legiti-
macy in world politics, where norms specifying behaviour and seeking
to constrain behaviour are emerging not from the dominant powers but
rather from a variety of different sources.

It is, however, hard to draw absolute conclusions about the impact of
ventures such as the Canberra Commission. The Commission’s report
may not have affected the substantive behaviour of states in the short or
even medium terms – all the nuclear weapon states continue to reserve
the right for themselves to possess nuclear weapons (while seeking to
deny any such possibility to other states, as we see with the US campaign
against Iraq). Although the number of nuclear weapons has decreased
significantly since the Cold War, and the nuclear weapon states have re-
iterated their promises to move towards disarmament, none of them ap-
pears to be serious about this goal. At the declaratory level at least, nu-
clear weapons remain central to their strategic doctrines, even if this
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factor poses considerable obstacles to international security.31 The ulti-
mate success of initiatives such as the Canberra Commission will depend
on the extent to which particular sponsoring states (and individuals) can
sustain the political will necessary to challenge traditional assumptions
and habits. It will also depend on the extent to which sponsoring and sup-
porting states can balance these issues with alliance loyalties and the in-
terdependence of political and economic relations.
But it is also true that old habits and old ideas are under increasing

scrutiny and are now less entrenched as ‘‘acceptable’’ within interna-
tional society as they were even ten years ago. These processes of state-
craft have become important in the past decade; they are likely to grow
in significance in coming years and seek to apply further pressure on the
nuclear weapon states who remain, for the moment at least, the key deci-
sion-makers of security policy. It appears that the changed strategic focus
of the US after September 2001 rejects, rather than embraces, the disar-
mament proposals put forward by the Canberra Commission. The US in-
vasion of Iraq in March 2003 was – at least ostensibly – for the purposes
of disarmament, and it might be seen as strengthening a norm of non-
possession of nuclear weapons. Such an analysis would be problematic
however, as doubts continue about the US’s motives, and because the
Iraq campaign has only served to reinforce the divisions between the nu-
clear haves and have-nots. In other words, there is no indication that the
NWS are themselves moving to nuclear disarmament. This chapter sug-
gests, however, that by gradually weaving a web of normative constraints
around nuclear weapons and urging a reduction of their centrality in the
strategic doctrines of the NWS, we reinforce the norm of non-use and
even non-possession. In sum, there is a clear opinion in favour of interna-
tional norms designed to reduce the nuclear threat and to marginalize nu-
clear weapons. The strength of this norm is due in no small part to initia-
tives such as the Canberra Commission.

Conclusion: identifying the elements of success

The experience of the Canberra Commission suggests that at least five
factors facilitated this initiative. And while it is essential to acknowledge
that no two commissions are alike (in terms of origin, purpose, or make-
up) it is nevertheless possible to make a broad case for these factors ap-
plying also to the fortunes of other commissions.
First, it seems essential that commissions require a strong and deter-

mined sponsor. In the case of the Canberra Commission, an explicitly
activist government willing to invest intellectual and practical leadership
in this venture was clearly evident. The Canberra Commission initiative
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demonstrated the active leadership element of good international citizen-
ship, rather than a merely reflective or responsive position in inter-
national relations. It was innovative and creative; above all, and in line
with Malnes’s concept of directional leadership, it involved seizing the
initiative and devising a previously untried method for exerting diplo-
matic influence. The sponsors were undoubtedly aware of the obstacles
that would stand in the way of elimination; they were nevertheless intent
on pursuing a course of action at the international level that would chal-
lenge the nuclear status quo and provide new directions for security dis-
cussions. Unlike Australia’s previous disarmament efforts in the UN, the
method chosen represented a unique form of disarmament diplomacy.
Certainly multilateral efforts were not meant to be sidelined by the Can-
berra Commission initiative. They remain and are likely to remain the
mainstay of Australian disarmament diplomacy. But this initiative effec-
tively side-stepped many of the time-consuming and bureaucratic difficul-
ties usually encountered in multilateral negotiations. This method of ad-
vocacy accorded well with the government’s push for Australia to be seen
as an innovative and constructive leader in global security issues, seeking
to direct the course of negotiations and influence the thinking of other
actors, as well as with Keating’s and Evans’s own personal styles of en-
gaging in ‘‘big picture’’ issues.

A second key requirement would seem to be a propitious international
environment. This does not of course reduce commissions to a mere re-
flection of prevailing views – as noted at the beginning of this chapter,
the commissions and studies associated with furthering nuclear disarma-
ment both reflected and generated a view on the need for nuclear elimi-
nation in the wake of the ending of the Cold War – but it does indicate
that a substantial element of ‘‘movement’’ needs to have taken place in
the discourse and practices of international relations pertinent to the is-
sue under question. Certainly in the case of the Canberra Commission,
the opportunities afforded by the ending of the East–West confrontation
were indispensable to its establishment. The early 1990s were also nota-
ble for the extent to which the sole remaining superpower was relatively
amenable to the idea of change engineered via multilateral institutions.
The analyses and ideas supporting nuclear elimination found a relatively
open-minded audience in the form of the first Clinton administration,
with Secretary of State Les Aspin and others displaying considerable in-
terest in the issue.32

But it is not of course only propitious developments that have an ef-
fect; it may well be that shocks to the system are equally important in
bringing forth new ideas as are ‘‘positive’’ international developments.
The French nuclear tests are a case in point here, providing, as they did,
a compelling impetus (although certainly not the underlying reason) for
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the Keating/Evans initiative. Indeed it was another jolt to the interna-
tional system – the nuclear tests conducted by India and Pakistan in
1998 – that were the primary catalyst for the convening of the Tokyo
Forum. Clearly the timing of a commission is an important factor.
A third factor concerns the willingness of individual commissioners to

promote the Commission’s findings. General Lee Butler, Australia’s Ri-
chard Butler (chair of the Canberra Commission) and others were active
in disseminating the nuclear elimination argument, through a series of
written publications and personal representations. The extent to which
commissioners have a sense of ownership of the findings is important
here: in the Canberra Commission there was initially no clear consensus
on the desirability of nuclear elimination or what the report’s message
should be. One can only assume that the process of deliberation sufficed
not only to achieve consensus but also to galvanize individuals to sustain
the momentum of the report’s findings through personal efforts also.
That the original state sponsors of a commission continue to support

the Commission and its findings is a fourth point of relevance to the effi-
cacy of promotion. In the case of the Canberra Commission, unfortunate
timing meant that the Labor government had lost power by the time the
Commission had completed its report. The successor government, in ad-
dition to being reluctant to promote the handiwork of its political adver-
sary, disdained the activism of its predecessor. This point suggests the de-
mise of the concept of good international citizenship as an underpinning
of Australian foreign policy. This is not only because the new govern-
ment failed to promote the Canberra Commission’s report, but also be-
cause it visibly renounced what it saw as the activist ‘‘meddling’’ of the
Labor government. Moreover, it displayed little of the innovation or in-
tellectual leadership envisioned by Keating and Evans. Differences
emerge between the conceptualization of good international citizenship
developed under Labor, and the more aloof, less activist, and pro-US for-
eign policies put forward by the Coalition government since 1996. These
differences give further weight to the argument here that middle power
leadership is most effective when it is actively engaged with the central
issues of the time.
The Tokyo Forum Report suffered a similar fate. Its original govern-

ment sponsor, mindful of the strain that a push for elimination would by
this time place on its relations with its US ally, was keen to distance itself
from the report’s progress and findings. Despite this point about the need
for continued promotion and support however, it is remarkable that the
Canberra Commission was able to achieve the status and reputation that
it did. This was due in no small part to the post-Commission efforts of in-
dividual commissioners, but it was also testament to the novelty of the
initiative and the standing and expertise of the Commissioners.
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A final point – related to the issue of a propitious international envi-
ronment – revolves around the response of the prevailing great powers
in the international system, or in the case of contemporary international
politics, in the reactions of the United States. This factor, however, is
more to do with the prospects for implementation of a commission’s find-
ings, should this stage be reached, than with the actual impact or status of
a commission’s findings. In the case of the Canberra Commission, while
there was initially some US interest in the report, the failure of the docu-
ment to be enacted was at least a reflection of the deteriorating security
environment as it was a case of great power rejection. As noted above,
that the findings of reports such as those prepared by the Canberra Com-
mission are absorbed into policy decisions was in any case an unlikely
development. But that is beside the point: the real value of commissions
is not what they achieve in terms of immediate implementation, but
rather in the extent of their contribution to the evolving normative con-
text of global politics. Hugely dwarfed as it might currently seem against
prevailing doctrines favouring nuclear retention and even nuclear use,
the Canberra Commission nevertheless stands as an important challenge
to that status quo.
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7

Beyond temples and tombs:
Towards effective governance for
sustainable development through
the World Commission on Dams

Sanjeev Khagram

Genesis of the World Commission on Dams1

Big dams are characterized diametrically as modernization and destruc-
tion, as temples and as tombs, as progress and as injustice. On the one
hand, perhaps more than any other development initiative, these projects
over the years symbolized the progress of humanity from a life controlled
by nature and tradition to one where nature is ruled by science, and tra-
dition by rationality. On the other hand, big dams have more recently
been identified with the injustice of humanity as a result of their untold
destruction of nature as well as the sacrifice of diverse peoples, cultures,
and ways of life in the name of ostensible progress through science and
rationality.
Big dams bring together virtually the entire set of issues and actors

that are central to conflicts over sustainable development at multiple
levels and scales around the world. Nowhere have the conflicts between
competing approaches to sustainable development been displayed more
vividly than in the contestation over the options to planning, design, ap-
praisal, construction, operation, monitoring, and even decommissioning
of these grand technological, ecological, socio-economic, and political
interventions. At the heart of the debates and struggles over dams, how-
ever, lies the governance challenge of generating the institutional ar-
rangements and decision-making processes needed for achieving sustain-
able development.
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The world has built 45,000 big dams, mostly since 1950. The number of
big dam projects built annually grew from virtually zero in 1900 to nearly
250 by mid-century. The rate exploded thereafter and peaked at around
1,000 big dams being constructed annually from the mid-1950s to the
mid-1970s. But even more dramatically, the number of these projects
completed per year fell precipitously to under 250 by the 1990s. This rep-
resents a 75 per cent drop in the construction rate of big dams in a little
over a decade. The number of the subset of major dams completed each
year declined similarly: during the 1970s, 93 of these mega-projects were
constructed, while only 20 were built during the first half on the 1990s.2

Given the seemingly tremendous needs for water (nearly 1 billion peo-
ple do not have adequate supplies of drinking water), irrigation (for in-
creasing agricultural production as global population expands beyond
6 billion), electricity (over 2 billion people do not have access to stable
sources of electricity), and flood control (witness the massive and de-
structive floods that have engulfed numerous river basins over the past
several years), in addition to the powerful set of interests and institutions
promoting and supporting big dams (governments, international agencies,
multinational corporations, domestic industrialists, agricultural lobbies,
and urban consumers), the rapid and dramatic decline in the construction
of these projects globally over the last three decades is puzzling.

Four types of arguments can be offered to explain this trend: technical,
financial, economic, and political. The technical argument highlights the
decreasing availability of sites for big dam building to account for the
falling completion rate of these projects. However, as of 1986, 95 per
cent of big dam projects were concentrated in 25 countries which had al-
ready built more than 100, while less than 2 per cent were spread over
more than 150 other countries of the world where sites are still available,
if not plentiful.3 During the 1990s, the number of big dams under con-
struction increased slightly from about 1,500 to 1,700 per year, as the
number of big dam-starts continued to average 300 per year.4 Thus, there
has been a diverging trend over time between the number of sites still
available – as well as the number of dams being started and under
construction – compared to the number of big dams actually being com-
pleted every year.

Financial and economic factors, such as shortages in available funding
and the increasing relative viability of ‘‘conventional’’ alternatives to big
dams are two other possible explanations for the decline in big dam
building.5 The worldwide recession during the 1980s, the growth in
indebtedness of many third world states, donor fatigue among foreign
lenders, and a strategy shift towards privatization all contributed to the
decreasing availability of public and international financing for these
projects. The decreasing costs of other conventional alternatives, particu-
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larly natural gas power plants in place of hydroelectric dams, also re-
duced their comparative financial and economic feasibility. The increas-
ing time and cost overruns associated with big dam projects further
detracted from expected financial and economic returns of these projects
and improved the relative viability of alternatives.
These technical, financial, and economic factors have clearly made big

dam building less attractive, but they do not tell the whole story. Political
factors have contributed increasingly to the decreasing financial viability
of, and changing economic calculations regarding big dams. Mounting
public protests against these projects have caused time overruns, which
in turn have produced cost overruns. Costs have also escalated because
big dam builders and authorities have been compelled to investigate and
mitigate negative environmental and social effects, such as improving the
life chances of displaced peoples. As these environmental and social costs
have been internalized more fully, economic benefit-cost or financial rate
of return criteria justifying the building of these projects have become
more difficult to meet. These requirements for the formulation, sanction-
ing, and implementation of big dams either did not exist or were not fol-
lowed in the past.6
Site depletion, moreover, actually has been as much a cause for the

generation of political opposition to big dams, as it has been a direct fac-
tor in the decline of big dam building. Particularly in North America and
Western Europe, the continual loss of free flowing rivers associated with
the damming of more and more sites sparked much of the initial mobili-
zation and organization of domestic conservation groups. The success
of these early campaigns around big dams played a critical role in the
growth of national environmental movements in numerous countries in
the West from the 1950s to the 1970s.7 The declining opportunities for
big dam building in the first world and increasing demand in the third
world for the services these projects offer subsequently drove big dam
builders to shift even more of their activities to developing countries. As
a result, approximately two-thirds of the big dams built in the 1980s and
three-quarters under construction during the 1990s were located in the
third world.
But over the last two decades, coalescing from a multitude of struggles

and campaigns waged at the local, national, and international levels,
transnational civil society groups and organizations advocating participa-
tory, equitable, and sustainable development have altered dramatically
the dynamics of big dam building. Directly affected people, social move-
ments, and domestic non-governmental organizations in many parts of
the world have empowered themselves to reform or block the completion
of big dams in their own countries, often by forming partnerships with
like-minded foreign supporters. At the same time, non-governmental
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organizations from the first world and international non-governmental
organizations working on human rights, the protection of indigenous
peoples, environmental conservation and other issues, have focused their
energies increasingly on slowing or halting the global spread and growth
of big dam building. As a result, in contrast to the first world where his-
torically, domestic technical, financial, economic, and political factors
contributed relatively equally and interacted to cause the decline in big
dam building, the primary explanation for these changing dynamics in
the other countries is increasingly political-economic, having to do with
the shifting transnational relations of power and meaning surrounding
the construction of these projects.

Government agencies, private sector firms, and international organiza-
tions had slowly begun to reform their policies and practices with respect
to big dam building globally, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s. Parts of
these reforms were motivated by the scientific and practical knowledge
base that had been built up from the tremendous amount of research
experience with dam building over the last fifty years. But, these actors
were pushed persistently, and progressively, to initiate, expedite, modify,
and broaden reform efforts or often just halt building dams by growing
numbers of transnationally allied critics – primarily local peoples’ groups,
social movements, and non-governmental organizations at the regional,
national and international levels.8

It was clearly transnational civil society groups of various kinds that
successfully pushed for an independent and comprehensive review of big
dams, a demand for which they had been lobbying for several years and
which was articulated most explicitly in the Curitiba Declaration. The
declaration itself was drafted and approved at the historic First Interna-
tional Conference of People Affected by Dams held in Curitiba, Brazil,
11–14 March 1997. Nearly 100 dam-affected people and dam critics
speaking more than 12 languages from 17 countries including Argentina,
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, France, Germany, India, Lesotho, Mexico, Nor-
way, Paraguay, Russia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand,
and the United States attended the meeting and endorsed the declara-
tion.9 The declaration demanded the establishment of an independent
commission to conduct a comprehensive review of all large dams sup-
ported by international agencies, subject to the approval and monitoring
of representatives of transnational civil society and especially those
groups directly accountable to dam-affected peoples. Similar reviews for
each national and regional agency that had supported the building of big
dams would also be required.

By the 1990s, an increasingly dramatic state of affairs had clearly begun
to emerge. On the one hand, while opponents had been successful in
halting specific projects and generating gradual policy change more
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broadly, many were interested in institutionalizing mechanisms for halt-
ing unacceptable big dams early on so that more resources could be de-
ployed for an ‘‘options’’ agenda rather than be drained by the continuous
battles to reform or stop the next ‘‘destructive’’ project. On the other
hand, proponents bemoaned the decline in prospects for big dam build-
ing but continued to extol the virtues and benefits of these projects.
Many proponents were interested in having clear rules on when, how,
and by whom big dams could be built to increase predictability and lower
risks and transactions costs of their activities.10
Partly in response to this state of affairs, and partly to soften the harsh

criticism that had been levelled against it, the World Bank invited the
World Conservation Union (IUCN) to convene a workshop to bring ‘‘to-
gether leading experts and representatives of major stakeholder groups
. . . to initiate an open and transparent dialogue’’, on the future of large
dams and alternatives globally.11 In April of 1997, 39 participants from
governments, international development agencies, the private sector,
professional associations, non-governmental organizations, universities,
and peoples’ groups met at a workshop entitled, ‘‘Large Dams: Learning
from the Past, Looking to the Future’’, held in Gland, Switzerland. After
criticizing the workshop for being biased and flawed, the first ever post-
evaluation of World Bank-financed big dam projects was conducted by
the World Bank’s own Operation Evaluation Department. Consensus
emerged among participants at Gland that no existing group or organiza-
tion had the legitimacy to evaluate authoritatively the historical experi-
ence with dams and alternatives, and suggested recommendations for
the future. Consequently, the constitution of a World Commission on
Dams was proposed to fill this vacuum of legitimate authority globally
and facilitate a path forward.

The purpose and nature of the World Commission on Dams

The World Commission on Dams (WCD) was arguably one of the
most innovative and even unprecedented international governance ex-
periments in the area of sustainable development of the late 1990s. Its
mandate, which it received from the ‘‘Gland Reference Group’’ of key
stakeholder representatives, was to: a) conduct a global review of the
development effectiveness of dams and assess alternatives for water re-
sources and energy management, and b) develop internationally accepted
standards, guidelines, and criteria for decision-making in the planning,
design, appraisal, construction, monitoring, operation, and decommis-
sioning of dams’’.12
The guiding principles of the WCD, also embedded in the mandate en-
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dowed to it by the Gland Reference Group, were independence, inclu-
siveness, openness and transparency. It was further agreed that the WCD
would have a limited lifespan of two years at which time it would present
its report to the global community at large and thereafter cease to exist.
The WCD thus was not supposed to contribute to further long-term in-
ternational bureaucratization.

It is from the process by which it emerged, its objectives, its guiding
principles, and its time-bound lifespan that the WCD drew its legitimacy
– and legitimacy is the primary challenge of any such endeavour. Emerg-
ing from a process that itself was quite participatory and inclusive, in
which no major type of stakeholder was entirely absent, gave the idea of
a commission a great deal of momentum early on.

But the way forward from Gland was hardly easy. The Gland Refer-
ence Group established a smaller Interim Working Group of selected
representatives from across the spectrum of stakeholders to take the
WCD from idea to reality. This negotiation process took nearly a year
with virtually every decision being hotly contested, from the selection of
a Chair to the number and composition of the Commission members to
the appropriate role of the World Bank, IUCN, and broader reference
groups once the WCD was firmly established. The fact that these deci-
sions were negotiated by relatively representative parties, again with no
major interest completely absent, was critical to the ultimate establish-
ment and success of the WCD.13 Certainly, the institutional, financial,
and political support provided by the World Bank and IUCN also con-
tributed to the prospects for a commission.

The twin objectives as specified in the mandate provided further legiti-
macy to the WCD. By combining an evaluation of experiences of the past
(a global review of dams and assessment of alternatives), which was the
main focus of critics with the formulation of recommendations for the fu-
ture (standards, criteria, and guidelines for decision-making around big
dams) which was the main concern of proponents, all stakeholders had
something to gain and lose from the WCD’s activities – strong incentives
to stay involved. And stipulating that both the evaluation and recommen-
dations would be completed within a specified and imminent period of
two years meant that the results would be important and useful to vari-
ous stakeholders because of their timeliness.

The guiding principles of independence, transparency, openness, and
inclusiveness were perhaps the most important legitimating mechanisms
for the WCD. Because all existing groups and organizations (including
international bodies) were seen as being vested or biased in one way
or another, establishing an independent body was certainly necessary.
Moreover any organization, after it is established, can be co-opted or
even hijacked. To minimize the likelihood of these possibilities required
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the WCD to be transparent. A commitment to being open to and inclu-
sive of all, moreover, ensured that the WCD would not become an un-
accountable body – a criticism levelled against many more established
international institutions. One could have imagined an independent com-
mission of eminent individuals who did not have any specific stake in the
actual outcome of the process. However, this alternative model would
not have satisfied the concomitant focus on inclusiveness, the acknowl-
edgement that the WCD was as much a negotiation process as a policy
formulating body, and the belief that the results of a commission which
was composed of active stakeholders would be more likely to command
acceptance from the broader range of interested groups.
Of course, the principles of independence, transparency, openness, and

inclusiveness also had a deep ethical basis besides their functional impor-
tance, and this moral foundation further increased the legitimacy that the
WCD invoked when reflecting and upholding these principles in all of its
structures and activities. What was attempted through the structures and
activities of the WCD was to provide independent, transparent, and in-
clusive arenas and processes in and through which the multiple groups
and organizations that have stakes in big dams could negotiate through
their differences, find areas of common ground, identify areas of continu-
ing divergences, and formulate global public policy where possible and
feasible.

The constituent structures of the WCD

The key structural elements of the World Commission on Dams were the
Commissioners, the Secretariat, the WCD Forum, and the broader stake-
holder constituencies (including funders). Each of these structural ele-
ments will be discussed in greater detail but it should be noted that each
level was a reflection of the diversity of the broader set of stakeholders
active in decision-making around big dams. Moreover, one might argue
that the degree of influence over the final output of the Commission de-
creased as one moved away from the core, which consisted of the Com-
mission members themselves, but that longer-term outcomes were most
dependent on the leading stakeholder groups and not the Commission
itself.
Undoubtedly, the set of Commission members were the most impor-

tant structural element of the WCD. The twelve Commissioners were
selected to represent the range of stakeholders involved in conflicts and
decision-making around big dams. The Commissioners as a group repre-
sented a diversity of institutional, disciplinary, geographic, and political
backgrounds. They were selected on the basis of their recognized leader-
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ship in government, the private sector, civil society, academia, profes-
sional association, etc., as well as for their significant experience and ex-
pertise with big dam projects. Roughly one-third of the members were
considered historically to have been proponents of dam building, one-
third were considered to be opponents of dam building, and one-third to
be moderate reformers or supporters. The backgrounds of Commission
members ranged from Goran Lindahl, CEO and President of the multi-
national company ABB, to the Chair Kader Asmal, the former Minister
of Water Affairs, and now the Minister of Education of South Africa, to
Medha Patkar, the transnationally acclaimed activist leader of the Save
the Narmada Movement and National Association of People’s Move-
ments in India. The Commission members were also relatively evenly
divided in their origins, from countries such as China, India, Brazil, South
Africa, the United States, Switzerland, the Philippines, and Australia,
with approximately one-half of the members coming from developing
countries.14 Importantly, five of the twelve Commissioners were women.

Debate over the balance amongst the Commission members bedevilled
the WCD from its inaugural meeting held in Washington, DC in May of
1998. In particular, to convince domestically based stakeholders that the
Commissioners did not represent the views of any particular country was
difficult. This created problems from all sides of the dams debate. In the
case of India, dam proponents (including many government officials) saw
the two Commissioners from India as being anti-dam and thus ques-
tioned the overall independence of the WCD process. On the other
hand, dam opponents and affected peoples from Brazil found the pres-
ence of a generally pro-dam Commissioner from that country as pre-
empting a fair hearing for their views. The message that the Commission
continually communicated was that the Commissioners were reflective of
the diversity of stakeholders by sectors and issue areas globally, and not
nationally. But this was not always sufficient nor could it ever allay fully
critics of the WCD process.

The other challenge was to accommodate the full range of stakeholders
given the relatively small number of Commission members that were se-
lected. Previous World Commissions had often been too unwieldy be-
cause far too many members were selected to serve. On the other hand,
the smaller number of members selected to the WCD meant that not all
groups would be represented. Of course, any set of Commissioners cho-
sen would not be beyond controversy, no matter what ultimate number
was decided upon.

However, a better mapping of the political environment would have
revealed early on that, partly because of the composition of the stake-
holder representation in the Interim Working Group, potential commis-
sioners with more expertise and experience with dams and alternatives
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for irrigation and agricultural production were ultimately left out of the
set chosen. On the other hand, the WCD Forum and WCD Work Pro-
gramme were safety valves for those key interests who did not find ex-
plicit and direct representation in the form of a Commission member, in-
cluding such groups as those promoting irrigation dams and others
promoting agricultural strategies where irrigation was less of a priority.
Moving outwards from the set of twelve Commissioners was the secre-

tariat of the WCD, members of which were selected primarily on their
experience and expertise. However, as a group they were also selected
to complement one another in terms of their disciplinary, institutional,
and geographical backgrounds. The Secretary-General, also an ex-officio
(non-voting) member of the Commission, who was selected by the Chair
but approved of by the Interim Working Group, held the pivotal function
at the nexus of the Commission members, the Secretariat and broader
set of stakeholders and funders of the WCD. The one concern for any
Secretary-General appointee is that the person will be a dynamic leader
without directly or indirectly usurping the authority of the commission
members, individually or as a set.
The other, approximately ten members of the WCD Secretariat,

brought disciplinary expertise as engineers, environmental specialists, so-
cial scientists, policy analysts, and communications specialists. They also
ranged in their institutional backgrounds, working previously in organi-
zations as diverse as private sector consulting firms to international de-
velopment agencies to universities to nongovernmental organizations.
This combination of expertise and diversity increased the comprehen-
siveness of the activities undertaken, contributed to the outreach capabil-
ities of the WCD, and raised confidence in the capacity of the Commis-
sion to fulfil its mandate.
Again, creating and maintaining the balance within the secretariat was

a difficult challenge for the WCD. It was quite a task to find and attract
the best experts with cross-regional work experience on dams, water, and
energy resources to move to another country (the Secretariat was based
in Cape Town, South Africa, which gave it further legitimacy as not a
Northern-driven initiative)15 to be part of a process that was only two
years long with a fate that was extremely uncertain. It was particularly
difficult to find and attract such experts from developing countries as
there was an extremely short supply of such qualified individuals. As a
result, although there were members from developing countries, the com-
position of the Secretariat was still slightly weighted towards those from
the first world.
In addition, some important gaps existed in the backgrounds and pro-

fessional expertise of the Secretariat. For example, no member came from
East or Southeast Asia, and no member could have been considered an
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expert on legal issues. Moreover, the gender balance within the Secretar-
iat was far from equal, partly because of the fewer number of women
working on issues of dams, water, and energy. Those women that do
work on these issues were in extremely high demand. Also, women tend
to have more difficulty moving their families than men do due to well-
known and entrenched patriarchal norms.

These challenges of a small, time-bound, and highly specialized Secre-
tariat were partly overcome by the WCD Work Programme through
which hundreds of consultants and reviewers from around the world con-
tributed to generating the knowledge base of the Commission. One diffi-
culty with the appointment of consultants was the lack of individuals from
developing countries with cross-regional and global expertise. This cer-
tainly led to once again a somewhat imbalanced representation of North-
ern consultants, but to a much less degree than in other commissions. In
addition, the regional backgrounds and disciplinary expertise of both the
set of Commissioners and the WCD Forum also compensated for those
gaps and weaknesses within the Secretariat and consultants.

The WCD Forum was a critical structural component that also assisted
in operationalizing the guiding principles of transparency, participation,
openness, and inclusiveness. The Forum was an expanded version of the
Gland Reference Group that initially proposed the establishment of the
Commission. Approximately 60 representatives from the most important
types of stakeholder groups and organizations involved in conflicts and
decision-making around dam building around the world were members
of the WCD Forum. Again these groups and organizations were selected
from across the spectrum of civil society, private sector, academic, profes-
sional association, governmental, and intergovernmental organizations.
There was also a relatively equal balance of Forum members coming
from the North and South, although the gender balance was quite un-
equal.

The Forum acted as a sounding board and networking mechanism in
the WCD process. Forum members were specifically invited to partici-
pate and comment in the various activities of the Commission. They
were also a critical vehicle in the Commission’s outreach to the various
regional, sectoral, and issue-area networks involved in the dams debate.
The Forum, furthermore, was an important mechanism for the imple-
mentation of the WCD’s recommendations and other follow-up activities
after the Commission ceased to exist in 2000.

While the Forum was a key structural innovation of the WCD process,
as noted earlier, it was not used as effectively as it might ideally have
been during the early part of the Commission’s life. Part of the reason
was the difficulty of coordinating a group of approximately 60 extremely
busy individuals working in organizations spanning the entire globe. For
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example, given the resource and time constraints of the WCD, to con-
vene a meeting of all the Forum members, required extraordinary skill
and tremendous amounts of logistical planning. Just to keep Forum mem-
bers informed about the ongoing work and status of the Commission was
a challenge in itself. Certainly, the wide-spread availability of information
technology have been indispensable in this regard. But to reach those Fo-
rum members who were from or work at the grassroots level, especially
those from developing countries, e-mail and web-sites did not suffice.
Indeed, an adequate mechanism for overcoming this constraint was not
fully developed.
Another critical structural component of the WCD was, of course, the

donors. Funding for the Commission was also sought out and received
from the widest possible range of groups and organizations from the pri-
vate sector (approximately one-quarter of the total budget), from gov-
ernmental and intergovernmental agencies (approximately one-half of
the total budget), and from non-governmental organizations and founda-
tions (approximately one-quarter of the total budget). Moreover, to en-
sure that the guiding principles of the Commission were not contradicted,
funders had to provide untied financial support such that the WCD’s in-
dependence and thus legitimacy was not questioned. An informal rule
was established that no single donor should contribute more than 10 per
cent of the total budget, and donors were not automatically given mem-
bership in the WCD Forum.
Funding the WCD was perhaps the greatest challenge of all, especially

given the range of funding sources and untied nature of the funding that
was sought out. It would likely have been much easier if the World Bank
or some small set of large organizations had donated the entire US$10
million budget of the Commission from the outset. But, as discussed ear-
lier, the independence and legitimacy of the WCD would have been
weakened if such a strategy had been pursued.
On the other hand, to convince donors to give money to an endeavour

without a track record, with an uncertain future, and which might possi-
bly generate findings and conclusions against the interests of those very
donors was truly difficult. This difficulty was gradually overcome by the
legitimacy created in the WCD by the various factors noted previously
and by critical infusions of support and funding from key organizations
at key moments. Certainly the World Bank’s donation of US$1 million
early on was crucial to getting the Commission underway. But the dona-
tion of an even larger amount by the UN Foundation midway through
the Commission’s life was just as crucial in strengthening the WCD’s fi-
nancial base. In addition, the WCD could not have been financially sus-
tained without the support of a few bilateral donors (in particular from
Norway, Germany, and Sweden).
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The fact that fundraising continued to be a priority of the Com-
missioners and Secretariat throughout the life of the WCD did, however,
detract from time and focus on other activities (the Work Programme,
Commissioner deliberations and negotiations, and communications/
outreach). The effect on the WCD fulfilling its potential by the challenges
of funding cannot be underestimated. The uncertainty of an insecure fi-
nancial base clearly weakened the quality of work that the WCD was
able to do, especially early in its lifespan. For example, given the instabil-
ity of funding, it was unclear whether several parts of the WCD Work
Programme could even be undertaken let alone completed at a high
level of quality for many months. Commissioner meetings spent more
time on issues of fundraising than on deliberations and negotiations
around key substantive issues. And the full complement of Secretariat
members was not brought on board as early as needed. If all the funding
had been secured prior to the establishment of the Commission, many of
the other difficulties mentioned above could have been handled more
easily.

In summary, the four critical structural components of the WCD were
the set of twelve Commissioners, the Secretariat, the WCD Forum, and
the donors. The composition of each was reflective of the broader set of
active stakeholders in the dams debate and each was structured to give
life to the Commission’s guiding principles of independence, transpar-
ency, openness, and inclusiveness. Each component contributed to the
broader WCD process, and each was critical in shaping, activating, and
legitimating the outcomes of the WCD process. The intensity and impor-
tance of the functions served by each of these constitutive components of
the WCD, however, varied over time in relation to the various activities
that were being conducted during the WCD process.

The activities of the WCD

The activities of the Commission could be divided into three general
types that were strongly interconnected: 1) the formal Work Programme,
2) Commissioner deliberations and negotiations, and 3) broader stake-
holder engagement efforts. The Work Programme was the bridge be-
tween these three. Its basic objective was to develop the most compre-
hensive knowledge base possible to assist the Commission in achieving
its objectives while fulfilling its guiding principle, thereby further increas-
ing the legitimacy and thus potential effectiveness of the WCD. The
Work Programme was composed of four components which include 10
in-depth basin and national case studies, a larger survey of 125þ dams
around the world, 17þ thematic reviews of cross-cutting issues such as
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dams and social impacts or international trends in project financing, and
the active solicitation of stakeholder views and perspectives through re-
gional consultations, reviews, and submissions.
Each sub-component of the Work Programme contributed different

types and levels of knowledge for the Commission.16 While the survey
of 125þ dams yielded information on the broader trends and patterns
with respect to the performance and decision-making concerning dams
on a relatively small number of issues, the case studies provided more ho-
listic histories of the development effectiveness of a smaller number of
dam-building experiences within river basins or countries. The contribu-
tion of the thematic reviews was to deepen further the knowledge base
by focusing on specific cross-cutting issues. Finally, acknowledging that a
significant amount of the conflicts over big dams lies not just in contro-
versies over specific pieces of information but on broader and deeper
debates about values that constitute good governance and sustainable
development, the Work Programme consciously included an open and
active set of invitations to all stakeholders to offer their views and per-
spectives through written submissions, comments on case studies, the
cross-check survey and thematic reviews, and through oral presentations
at the various regional and other consultations of the WCD.
The sub-component of the stakeholder inputs overlapped a great

deal with the WCD’s broader communications activities which included
the WCD Forum gatherings, regional consultations, a web site, a regular
newsletter, as well as the active participation of Secretariat members and
Commissioners in various meetings, conferences, and other events around
the world. The primary purpose of the communications activities was to
ensure that the all stakeholders who wanted to be informed about, partic-
ipate in, and contribute to the WCD were able to do so. In addition, a
comprehensive communications programme increased the likelihood
that the WCD reached ‘‘beyond the usual suspects’’. But another, per-
haps equally important, purpose of the communications activities was to
generate greater awareness of the Commission’s mandate, structure, and
activities in order to increase the WCD’s profile and legitimacy among
various stakeholder groups and networks.
The third core, and perhaps the central activity of the WCD process,

was the ongoing deliberations and negotiations of the Commissioners.
While the Secretariat members worked full time at managing the Work
Programme and implementing the broader stakeholder engagement ac-
tivities, Commissioners met every three or four months to discuss the
progress of the Commission, evaluate the emerging knowledge base, and
negotiate through divergent views and perspectives. In between these
meetings, individual or small sub-sets of Commissioners often attended
meetings, reviewed specific areas of the Work Programme in which they
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had deep interest or expertise, and communicated through e-mail, regu-
lar mail, telephone, and fax. But the most important work of the Com-
missioners was their active and serious involvement in the discussions
and negotiations at their regular meetings.

Given the diversity that existed among Commissioners and the ex-
tremely active professional lives all of them led, their continuing and
active involvement in the Commission was a persistent challenge. And
as the focus of their meetings moved from the stage of identifying prior-
ities and formulating the WCD Work Programme and stakeholder en-
gagement activities towards more substantive discussion and negotiation,
the possibilities for greater levels of conflict increased significantly.

A tactic that was helpful early on was to have Commissioners focus
on process issues rather than substantive debate, especially on formulat-
ing a common set of strategies to raise the profile and budget of the
WCD. A second tactic was to have the Commissioners present them-
selves as a corporate unit through various joint activities (such as at Fo-
rum meetings, regional consultations or with selected field trips) rather
than as individuals representing different constituencies. A third tactic
was to have Commissioners focus on the findings and conclusions to be
derived from the common knowledge base that was being assembled
through the Work Programme, rather than negotiate on the basis of their
own personal experience. A fourth tactic was to identify areas of conver-
gence (of which several existed but which had been previously excluded
from the public discourse because of the sub-optimal stalemate that had
emerged) to build a basis from which the remaining divergences could be
addressed. But as the Commissioners moved forward towards negotiating
the more difficult and conflictual sets of substantive issues, the need for
other tactics to be utilized increased. Clearly greater use could have
been made of best practice negotiation and mediation techniques as the
process unfolded.

In summary then, the WCD involved three core sets of activities that
served different functions but were interlinked and often overlapped.
The Work Programme was geared towards developing the formal knowl-
edge base that would provide the raw materials for both the Commis-
sioners’ deliberations/negotiations as well as the final outputs of the
WCD. The communications activities contributed to the implementation
and enrichment of the Work Programme and Commissioners’ delibera-
tions/negotiations by encouraging submissions and participation, which
raised the profile through disseminating information about the progress
of the WCD. The Commissioners’ deliberations/negotiations shaped the
direction of the Work Programme and communications activities and ul-
timately determined the content of the WCD’s recommendations, final
products, and follow-up agenda.
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WCD challenges and results

The range of challenges faced by the WCD was vast and many have al-
ready been highlighted. Additional challenges included: 1) the need to
acquire at least the cooperation if not the broader engagement of govern-
ments; 2) the difficulty of getting the private sector to take a more pro-
active role; 3) the constraints on outreach to affected people at the grass-
roots in the developing world; 4) the potential inability to capture best
knowledge and best practice globally; and 5) the question of how the
WCD’s recommendations could be activated and implemented after the
Commission ceased to exist.
As an independent global commission with an advisory and not adjudi-

catory role, the WCD was often rebuffed by governments as being ‘‘self-
appointed’’ or as being without ‘‘locus standi’’. Moreover, the WCD was
on occasion just ignored by governments who did not see why they should
be interested in this ‘‘maverick’’ international experiment. Because im-
plementation of the WCD Work Programme required at least the ap-
proval if not the cooperation of governments, cold shoulders from gov-
ernments slowed down the assembly of the knowledge base a great deal.
Moreover, implementation of the WCD recommendations ultimately in-
volved governments to a certain degree and thus the long-term prospects
of WCD impact could have been curtailed significantly by the early stages
of insufficient or antagonistic government involvement with the Commis-
sion.
Several tactics were utilized to engage governments. Commission

members, and in particular the Chair, as well as Secretariat members
communicated directly and in a sustained way with various government
officials to persuade them of the WCD’s importance. Various Forum
members, such as the World Bank, urged governments to allow the Com-
mission entry into their countries to implement Work Programme activ-
ities. And certainly, the strength of the Commission as evidenced by its
survival, its increasing success with fund raising, and its progressively
wider coverage in the media convinced more governments of its impor-
tance.
Other tactics to engage governments were also critical during the im-

plementation phase after the final report of the Commission was com-
pleted. For example, perhaps the most successful Commission – the
World Commission on Environment and Development, or Bruntland
Commission – conducted meetings with more than 100 governments
(heads of states and relevant ministries) to promote its recommendations.
The WCD had to do the same. However, the challenge of getting key
governments to ‘‘buy in’’ to the WCD process and results remains a con-
tinuing challenge for post-WCD advocacy and implementation efforts.
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The private sector was also a difficult nut to crack for the Commission.
Despite their ‘‘formal’’ participation throughout the WCD process (from
the Gland meeting onwards) and in all of the WCD structures (Commis-
sion, Secretariat, Forum, and Donors), their involvement in the ongoing
Work Programme was patchy. For example, submissions from non-
governmental organizations poured into the WCD, while those from the
private sector were few and far between. Representatives from the pri-
vate sector were also the least forthcoming and most reluctant to present
their views and perspectives at the WCD’s regional consultations and
case study stakeholder meetings. Several more examples such as these
can be offered.

The WCD utilized similar tactics with the private sector as it had with
governments and other stakeholders. These included, for example, direct,
face-to-face Commissioner, Secretariat and Forum member meetings
with private sector firms although not to the extent that they were per-
haps necessary. The private sector was sent specific outreach materials
(at considerable cost in terms of money and time) encouraging greater
involvement. A significant percentage of the consultants commissioned
to conduct Work Programme activities were selected from the private
sector. And, as with governments, the WCD conducted a massive out-
reach to the private sector with is final report and recommendations.

But much of the problem lay within the private sector itself. Most firms
have not yet caught up with the new ways of doing business with the rise
and growth of civil society organizations domestically, internationally,
and transnationally. Ironically, they just do not have the capacity. More-
over, because of the market environments that many private sector firms
are in, many refuse to coordinate their activities with their competitors.
Finally, while companies in the North are far from perfect and generally
have very little capacity, businesses in most developing countries in gen-
eral have grasped the changes that have occurred in their external envi-
ronment even less.

A major problem of all ostensibly global organizations and processes
is the general inability to fully integrate developing countries at an equal
level, especially those living and working at the grassroots. The WCD,
while being considerably more effective, was no exception in this regard.
The significant numbers of individuals who were selected as Commis-
sioners (as well as the Chair), Secretariat staff, and Forum members was
one indicator of success. On the other hand, the search for individuals
from the South to conduct various Work Programme activities (research,
writing and review) was somewhat less effective.

A second piece of evidence indicating relative success in geographical
balance was the numbers of stakeholders who participated in the WCD’s
regional public consultations. Four multi-stakeholder consultations, at
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which broad representation from different sectoral groups was achieved,
were held as part of the WCD Work Programme (in South Asia, Latin
America, Africa/Middle East, and East/Southeast Asia). In addition, the
several WCD case studies located in developing countries encouraged
further participation from developing country stakeholders.
But the involvement of stakeholders at the grassroots in the developing

world was relatively low. The case studies involved, by far, the most in-
teraction with these individuals, groups, and organizations, primarily be-
cause of the conscious solicitation of their participation. Even in the case
studies, however, the speed with which the Commission had to complete
its work (one of the costs of the stipulated two-year time limit), and the
limited resources available for such critical activities as translation into
local languages, meant that few people at the grass roots were active and
equal participants in the WCD process. Part of the responsibility for in-
creasing the involvement of grass-roots people and groups, however, lay
with the national and international civil society organizations that often
claimed to represent these stakeholders. If the internal mechanisms of
participation and accountability within these non-governmental organiza-
tions were weak, and they were working with grass-roots people for a
much longer time period than a new and time-bound international ar-
rangement like the WCD, then the WCD cannot be faulted completely
for a gap it did not have the resources or mandate to fill. On the other
hand, the WCD certainly did have the moral obligation, and the self-
interest, to marshal a larger amount of resources than it had to improve
the chances for those at the grass roots in the developing world to partic-
ipate effectively in a process that would undoubtedly affect them.
The short time period and limited resources of the WCD also lessened

the likelihood that the Commission would be able to conduct as high
a quality and as comprehensive a knowledge-gathering process as was
hoped for. Although the Commission implemented its Work Programme
with vigour, and actively sought out the best research and expertise
worldwide, there was only so much that could be done in a two-year
time period. More importantly, the difficulty with acquiring the full bud-
get of the WCD not only reduced the resources available for implement-
ing the Work Programme and facilitating outreach worldwide, it also
reduced the effective time of the Commission to complete its activities
perhaps by at least one-third. In other words, resource constraints re-
duced the originally estimated 18-month time period for conducting
knowledge-gathering work to less than one year.
The actual time available to conduct investigations and outreach was

further curtailed by the highly charged political environment in which the
WCD was located. Virtually any decision to focus on a particular topic,
or select a particular consultant, or invite a particular individual or group
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to present their views was seen by one side or another in the dams debate
as potentially detrimental to their extant interests. Thus, decision-making
and implementation of knowledge-gathering activities proceeded halt-
ingly at times. The ultimate effect of these various constraints to the qual-
ity and depth of the knowledge base that was eventually assembled, and
to the legitimacy and, thus, impact of the WCD’s final report and recom-
mendations is, predictably, hard to determine.

The final uncertainty that became a primary question for the WCD was
what should be done and what will happen after the WCD completed its
work? Besides mandating that the Commission presents its report to the
international community at large and thereafter cease to exist, neither
the Gland Reference group nor the Interim Working group predeter-
mined the answer to this query. The record of previous global commis-
sions in directly motivating broader changes as a result of their work, fi-
nal report, and recommendations has not been extremely strong. And
while the indirect effects of these previous Commissions should not be
underestimated – in contributing to the development of global norms, in
supporting the growth of domestic, international and transnational civil
society, in assembling knowledge from around the world – most stake-
holders agreed that much more was expected from the WCD.

To the WCD’s credit, the topic of post-Commission follow-up was fo-
cused on seriously and intensively from its formal establishment in Feb-
ruary 1998 and the first meeting of Commissioners three months later in
May. The final report of the WCD was completed in September 2000
and, issued in November – three months behind schedule, was presented
to the WCD Forum and the broader ‘‘international community’’ as
required by its mandate. It was signed by 11 Commissioners and the
Secretary-General (the Commissioner from China resigned without re-
placement). One of the remaining 11 Commissioners – the leading Indian
social activist – signed, but only with the inclusion of a note of dissent
that the WCD report did not go far enough or deep enough in its analysis
and recommendations. The WCD implemented relatively extensive, im-
mediate follow-up activities to promote the final report’s findings and
recommendations, including a third meeting of the WCD Forum; a
Dams and Development Unit was established within the United Nations
Environment Programme to push the agenda forward for an additional
two years.

The report met the first part of the WCD mandate with an extensive
review of the effectiveness of large dams, of their financial, economic, en-
vironmental and social impacts, an assessment of water and energy op-
tions, and an analysis of the state of governance arrangements in this
area. It claimed neutrality on the subject of whether or not large dams
should be built in the future, but strongly urged that these projects be
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considered as only one of many options for water and energy develop-
ment – including the option of improving the utility of already built large
dams. The final report very consciously embedded its review of large
dams in a wider discussion about options for water and energy develop-
ment.
The WCD process achieved enough legitimacy that all relevant groups

have reacted to its report and recommendations.17 Judging by the re-
sponses to date, the report seems to have been welcomed by many large
dam critics from civil society, who are concerned about democratizing
governance and having a voice in decision-making processes for sustain-
able development. A letter from a transnational coalition of 109 non-
governmental organizations, community-based groups, and social move-
ments from 39 countries notes that the report vindicates many of the
concerns they have previously raised and calls upon decision-makers to
incorporate all the recommendations of the report before funding more
large dams. Many aid agencies such as bilateral funders as well as re-
gional development banks have generally been publicly supportive, and
the World Bank has accepted the WCD normative framework but not
formally adopted its recommended guidelines. Numerous private sector
multinational companies now formally, or at least informally, link their
practices to the WCD’s recommendations.
Criticism of the final report, of its accuracy, and the recommendations’

emphasis focusing on decision-making process have been levelled by
some of the most powerful proponents of large dams, primarily from par-
ticular associations of industry professionals and private sector firms as
well as some developing country governments. The International Hydro-
power Association objected that the overall tone of the report cast a neg-
ative light on large dams and claims that its conclusions were based on
inadequately researched data in that only a fraction of the world’s
45,000 dams were studied. But a newer association of other hydropower
companies was formed to support the activation of the report’s recom-
mendations.
For some actors from a range of perspectives on large dams, the report

skirted the second part of the WCD mandate by developing guidelines
for decision-making processes in which large dams may be involved,
rather than providing clear economic, social, environmental, and techni-
cal criteria for their sanctioning. A posting from the International Com-
mission on Large Dams (ICOLD) protested that, in only offering guide-
lines for ‘‘consultations’’ with stakeholders, the report failed in its
mandate to offer technical criteria and standards for the planning, con-
struction, and operation of dams. Moreover, it argues the kind of negoti-
ation and decision-making process suggested would be so cumbersome
that it would stall any new large dams.
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But the WCD process and final report are certainly now a central focal
point in the dynamics around big dams and sustainable water resources
development. The actual role the Commission will have played with re-
spect to broader, underlying dynamics in this issue area remains to be
seen. Moreover, the WCD is clearly looked upon as offering a model
and set of lessons for current and future global governance processes
and institutional arrangements.

Conclusion: WCD lessons for making global commissions
successful

Based on this review of the WCD, it is clear that several strategic issues
must be effectively addressed for global commissions to be successful, in-
cluding: 1) legitimacy; 2) external stakeholder engagement and knowl-
edge generation; 3) internal structures and processes; and 4) final report/
recommendations formulation and advocacy. Critical is that these chal-
lenges be discussed and strategies agreed upon at the commissioners’ first
meeting for early resolution, both to guide commission priorities as well
as to generate widespread internal and external support for the commis-
sion’s work. It is critical for early resolution that these challenges are dis-
cussed and strategies agreed upon at the commissioners’ first meeting in
order both to guide the commission’s priorities as well as to generate
widespread internal and external support for its work.

Legitimacy is the primary challenge of any global commission. This in-
volves effectively and consistently answering the following questions:
1. Where did this commission come from? Some are born out of requests

by the heads of international agencies, particularly the UN Secretary-
General, others from pressure by and/or negotiation with civil society
organizations like the WCD, and still others from the actions of vision-
ary leaders. Whatever the genesis, a common and compelling narra-
tive requires formulation.

2. Why is this commission needed at this time? Perhaps more important
than the genesis of the commission is the rationale and justification
for its need at this particular time? It may be needed to find innovative
solutions to a seemingly intractable policy problem, or to solve a con-
flict that has become deadlocked, or to provide a broad new moral and
philosophical vision. In some sense the WCD was needed for all these
reasons. Whatever the needs, they must capture the public imagina-
tion.

3. Why a commission and why these commissioners? To put the first
of these two queries another way: why not just use an existing insti-
tutional arrangement? And once a case for the global commission
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‘‘form’’ is made: why and through what process were specific commis-
sioners selected? It could be because of their eminence, because of
their prior engagement with an issue, because they have deeply rele-
vant knowledge, because they represent specific constituencies. The
WCD commissioners were selected for a combination of all of these
criteria and through a stakeholder consultation process. Whatever the
selection criteria and the process, the world wants to know.

4. What are the commission’s goals? Some global commissions have man-
dates given to them by ‘‘authorizing’’ constituencies, others receive
them from their chairpersons, and still others formulate them through
commissioner deliberation. The way in which the goals and objectives
are determined, and ensuring that they are sufficiently clear and agreed
upon by commissioners early on and repeatedly, are critical factors to
success. The WCD’s mandate was given to it by the Gland meeting
participants, but certainly was modified and adapted by the Chair,
Commissioners, and Secretariat.

5. What will be the commissions guiding principles? Most recent global
commissions state that their work will be based on the principles of
independence, openness, inclusiveness, and transparency. From the
WCD case, being independent suggests not being captured by vested
interests, including funding agencies; being open implies that all ideas
and information will be seriously considered; being inclusive entails
the participation of all stakeholders; and being transparent requires
constant communication through a variety of mechanisms and media.
The importance of external stakeholder engagement and knowledge

generation/synthesis overlap with the challenge of legitimacy, as both
widespread stakeholder engagement and a sound knowledge-base con-
tribute to legitimacy. Those commissions that have relied upon only one
or the other have been less successful than those commissions that have
included both – which the WCD attempted to do. However, balancing
both is difficult in terms of organizational capacity and financial resour-
ces, as well as the formulation and advocacy of the final report and rec-
ommendations (discussed further below).
� To the extent that inclusiveness, transparency, and openness become
guiding values of a global commission, widespread and sustained stake-
holder engagement becomes a fundamental task it must fulfil. This can
take different forms such as regional hearings/consultations (usually in-
volving some if not all commissioners), open submissions, the commis-
sioning of position papers, mandatory web-site communication but also
lower-tech forms of engagement (newsletters), etc.

A combination of mechanisms for stakeholder engagement must be
established that makes the commission publicly visible by reaching out
broadly (not just the usual suspects) but also strategically to those indi-
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viduals and organizations the commission is directly trying to influence.
In other words, the advocacy strategy of the commission must be em-
bedded within its broader stakeholder engagement strategy. This re-
quires a careful political mapping of stakeholders to determine who
might be supportive and who might be against the commission’s work,
as well as who might be easier to engage and who more difficult (for
example, engaging those at the grass roots in developing countries as
well as private sector companies requires much creative thought).

� Linked to stakeholder engagement is the strategic issue of knowledge
generation and synthesis. Will the commission rely solely on existing
materials and try to synthesize these in a new way, or will it solicit new
research and analysis? One can certainly think of these as sequential
activities: an overview and synthesis of existing stock of knowledge, fol-
lowed by a gap analysis linked with commission priorities will provide
key areas for specifically commissioned research and analysis.
But three key questions in terms of knowledge generation remain re-

gardless of how the commission answers this broader issue of stocktak-
ing versus new research. The first is how will the knowledge generation
process be connected to the stakeholder engagement process? Corre-
spondingly, who will manage these linked processes? And finally, how
will the results of these two processes feed into the deliberations of the
commissioners leading to the final report and recommendations?
Internal commission structures and processes are a large subset of the

broader strategic challenge of organizational capacity. The other major
aspect of organizational capacity is of course funding for the commis-
sion’s work, an issue that is always challenging. The one lesson from the
WCD experience that should be noted, however, is that not having the
full or majority of the funding in hand at the outset severely hinders suc-
cess. But returning to the topic of commission structures and processes,
there are several issues that should be addressed:
1. The first is to what extent there will be a permanent research/

administrative secretariat and secretary general that manages a com-
mission’s ‘‘work programme’’. The experience of the WCD in light of
other global commissions suggests that those that rely almost exclu-
sively on the commissioners to manage the process are less robust
than those that have a high-level but lean secretariat staff. The more
a commission wants to engage stakeholders in conducting a com-
prehensive knowledge base, the more a solid secretariat is needed –
especially communications professionals. Commissioners do not have
the time to do this work, although they must advise/oversee the for-
mulation of the work programme and monitor it regularly (through
meetings and regular contact with the secretariat, for example).

Moreover, to the extent that the commissioners are not directly in-
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volved in implementing the work programme on a daily basis, it
shields them from any criticism that the commission’s final recommen-
dations have been formulated ex ante – in essence, that the ‘‘books
have been cooked’’. With the secretariat administering the work pro-
gramme, the main responsibilities of commissioners are to oversee the
secretariat, to represent the commission to the world, and to review
and deliberate upon the knowledge base – a good division of labour
in the case of the WCD. But this also requires active and committed
communication between the secretariat and commission members – a
major leadership task for an effective Secretary-General.

2. The second issue involves how the commissioners will arrange their
interactions and deliberations. How actively engaged will commis-
sioners be? How many meetings will there be? Will there be virtual
interactions between meetings via electronic means? Will there be
subcommittees of commissioners who oversee parts of the work pro-
gramme? How will decisions be taken and recommendations formu-
lated? In the case of the WCD, there was a high level of opportunity
of interaction among commissioners as a set and as sub-sets but the
degree of involvement of individual commissioners varied. Virtually
all attended most if not all of the quarterly general meetings, and de-
cisions were usually taken on the basis of consensus.

The most successful global commissions have been those where
commissioners were actively engaged from beginning to end. Those
commissions that were dominated by a few individuals, often the chair-
person, were rarely successful. Active engagement results in commis-
sioners offering more of their time to advocating for the commission
as well as to thinking creatively about the commission’s work. This
suggests that decision-making through full consensus or sufficient con-
sensus might be an entry point for commissioner deliberations, per-
haps followed by voting procedures and majority/minority opinions.
Differences and conflicts should be seen as opportunities for creativity
rather than as constraints on effectiveness.
It may seem early to raise the issue of final report/recommendations

formulation and advocacy at the commission’s first meeting, but experi-
ence shows that it is not. Commissioners lead incredibly busy lives, so
that early discussion of the type of report and other final products needed
is essential. This discussion is tightly coupled with consideration of the
goals and objectives as well as the decision-making procedures of the
commission.
Indeed, in a world of information overload, the need to strategize the

advocacy and follow-up phase for whatever outputs and outcomes the
commission decides to work towards from the beginning cannot be over-
emphasized. The number of good reports and recommendations that lie in
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the dustbins of history are far too many to count. If substantial resources,
including commissioner time, as well as funds are utilized for the commis-
sion’s work, no one wants the processes and products to be lost in the
noise of our cluttered policy world. There are issues of human capacity
(who will plan and implement the advocacy and follow-up), funding,
time horizons (short- to longer-term tactics), targets and arenas, and so
on, that must all be worked through long before the final report and
products/recommendations are formulated. The principle in this area is
certainly one of ‘‘don’t delay or it will be too late’’! The WCD did ad-
dress these issues early on, and the UNEP post-report process has ac-
complished many of its dissemination and advocacy goals, but the jury is
still out.
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Fair assessment: The Independent
International Commission on
Kosovo

Richard J. Goldstone and Nicole Fritz

The armed interventions that have occurred in Afghanistan and Iraq in
the past years have been subject to heated public debate. For good or
bad, they are said to be representative of a new type of international in-
tervention. In light of these developments, the events in the Kosovo in
1999, specifically NATO’s armed intervention, seem almost of a different
age. Yet they too precipitated widespread public comment, were the sub-
ject of polarizing debate, were also said, for good or bad, to have ushered
in a new type of international intervention.1

There is much that divides the intervention in Kosovo from those
undertaken in respect of Afghanistan and Iraq – most obviously the spe-
cific circumstances surrounding these interventions, the actors involved,
and the targets of the attack. However, even at an abstract level it seems
easy to distinguish what happened in Kosovo from that which took place
in Afghanistan and Iraq. Broadly speaking, the motivation prompting
NATO’s actions was altruistic or humanitarian, even if the means em-
ployed were not always consistent with that purpose.2 Afghanistan and
Iraq were much more self-interested endeavours on the part of the inter-
vening powers, even if certain humanitarian objectives were invoked as
justification. Nonetheless one can speak of commonality in the sense
that each of these initiatives was styled as a watershed – they represented
unusual international action on such a grand scale that they were said to
frame new or emerging international norms, but without much consider-
ation given for how these purported ‘‘norms’’ would fit within the ac-
cepted or orthodox template of international law.
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In the immediate aftermath of contested actions of this sort, with oppo-
nents and supporters having so much at stake in the way in which these
events are transmitted and received by the general public, it is particu-
larly difficult to find clear-sighted, non-partisan and independent perspec-
tives. The absence of non-partisan perspectives has the following reper-
cussions: it not only negatively impacts any assessment of the needs of
those inhabiting the intervened territory, but the lawfulness or legality of
the intervention may come to be determined not so much by settled
or evolving norms and principles in international law, but by those most
powerfully positioned to influence public opinion. Without more, these
impressions may settle into historical consensus.
This chapter looks at the establishment of the Kosovo Commission,

which was an initiative designed in the context of the Kosovo interven-
tion to offer independent, non-partisan analysis and appraisal not only of
the needs of Kosovo itself, but of the way in which future, similar inter-
ventions should be addressed. It examines the principles and objectives
prompting the establishment of the Commission and argues that it may
be understood as a contribution to the increasingly prevalent discourse
of fairness within international law.3 The Commission’s Report issued a
number of recommendations: two among them – that the intervention
was technically illegal, but nonetheless should be considered legitimate,
and that Kosovo should be given the status of ‘‘conditional indepen-
dence’’ – generated most comment and debate. This chapter examines
whether initiatives such as the Kosovo Commission are appropriately
positioned to make recommendations of this sort. The second of the
Commission’s primary conclusions was substantially readdressed in the
Commission’s ‘‘Follow-Up of the Kosovo Report’’4 – the Commission
concluding that, despite changed circumstances, the recommendation of
‘‘conditional autonomy’’ for Kosovo remained the most compelling. The
chapter also takes the opportunity to re-examine, in light of recent inter-
ventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, the Commission’s other conclusion,
that ‘‘humanitarian intervention’’, subject to certain strict qualification,
should be recognized as lawful.5

The establishment of the Commission

Swedish Prime Minister Goran Persson had, in the wake of the NATO’s
intervention in Kosovo, become increasingly alarmed at the intensity of
the debate surrounding the intervention and at the absence of clear-
sighted, non-partisan analysis or a forum in which such analysis might be
formulated. He raised his concern with a number of heads of state and,
with their encouragement and the support of his own government, he ini-
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tiated the establishment of the Independent International Commission
on Kosovo. However, in the interests of the Commission’s independence,
the Swedish government’s direct involvement was minimal. It extended
only to the appointment of the chairperson, Justice Richard Goldstone,
and the co-chairperson, Mr. Carl Tham,6 and to the provision of financial
resources utilized by the Commission.7

It was the task of the co-chairmen to appoint the other members of
the Commission. This selection was made with due regard for the sensi-
tive nature of the inquiry – the diverse substantive and procedural issues
involved and the great number of international actors who stood to
be scrutinized by the Commission. In the end eleven individuals, all with
expertise relevant to the Commission’s work, were selected. They were:
Dr. Hanan Ashwari from Palestine, Grace d’Almeida from Benin,
Senator Akiko Domoto from Japan, Professor Richard Falk from the
US, Ambassador Oleg Grinevsky from the Russian Federation, Professor
Michael Ignatieff from Canada, Professor Mary Kaldor from the UK,
Professor Martha Minow from the US, Professor Jacques Rupnik
from France, Mr. Theo Sommer from Germany and Mr. Jan Urban from
the Czech Republic.8 It should be emphasized that none of these in-
dividuals were asked to serve on the Commission in their capacity as
representatives of their respective nation-states; however, given the im-
portance of securing globally representative viewpoints, geographic com-
position of the Commission did play a role in the selection of Commis-
sion members.

The Swedish government had approached the co-chairmen with a
broadly phrased scope of inquiry, but it was left to the Commission,
once constituted, to define its mandate and terms of reference.9 In the
year preceding publication of the Commission’s Report, the Commission
held five plenary meetings (although more informal meetings between
Commission members took place more frequently) – in Stockholm, New
York, Budapest, Florence and Johannesburg. In intervals between meet-
ings, different Commission members took the lead in investigating and
researching the various aspects of the Commission’s mandate, but find-
ings and results were always brought back for full plenary discussion.
The chair and co-chair also travelled extensively throughout the year,
meeting with key players in the conflict. The Commission was assisted
in its deliberations by obtaining a large number of expert views. At three
of its meetings – in New York, Budapest and Johannesburg10 – the Com-
mission invited a number of prominent experts to attend public seminars
and deliver their own views on questions relevant to the work of the
Commission. Subsequent to publication of the Report, a large number
of meetings were also held to discuss the Commission’s finding and rec-
ommendations.
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Contributing to a discourse on fairness

The Commission’s own report followed close on the heels of the publica-
tion of two groundbreaking reports commissioned by the United Nations.
The first, The Report of the Secretary-General Pursuant to General As-
sembly Resolution 53/35 (1998), subjected the UN’s failure to deter the
Bosnian-Serb attack on Srebrenica in July 1995 and the subsequent mas-
sacre of 8,000 Muslim men and boys to sustained scrutiny. The second,
The Report of the Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Na-
tions during the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda,11 undertook a similar inquiry
in regard to the genocide in Rwanda. Both of these reports focused on
situations in which the UN was accused of doing less than it could have
done to prevent those tragedies. Neither report, however, shied away
from apportioning blame to the UN and demonstrated the UN Secretar-
iat’s commitment to take seriously its own shortcomings.
These reports also evidenced a new civic-mindedness within the inter-

national community – a sense that, even absent, definable legislative, ex-
ecutive and judicial powers within the international sphere, there was
nonetheless a definable constituency to whom international institutions
like the UN were accountable. In a sense, one could speak of a new inter-
national ethos of transparency, justification, and accountability. This new
ethos becomes that much more important in the international context
where prevailing rules and standards are rarely backed by force of a co-
ercive authority, but must instead depend for their observance on the co-
gency of the reasoning underpinning these norms. Much of that cogency
will depend on the perceived fairness of the reasoning.12 Thomas Franck
argues that this notion of fairness encompasses ‘‘two different and poten-
tially adversary components: legitimacy and distributive justice. These
components are indicators of law’s, and especially fair law’s, primary ob-
jective: to achieve a negotiated balance between the need for order and
the need for change’’.13 Fairness may be one of any number of responses
to these two often conflicting demands: ‘‘what matters is how that tension
is managed discursively through what Martti Koskenniemi calls ‘the
social conception’ of the legal system’’.14 This ‘‘social conception’’ – an
understanding of the international realm as a community15 to whom ac-
countability is owed – manifests itself in the discursive pursuit of fairness:
‘‘an interlocutory process of exhortation, expiation, explanation and ex-
position’’.16 Viewed in this light, the two UN reports, and the subsequent
Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations, can be seen as
credible contributions to the international interlocutory enterprise.
It should, nonetheless, be recognized that these reports were authored

sometime after the events had occurred, in large part prompted by grow-
ing criticisms of the UN’s egregious omissions in both situations. Cer-
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tainly, the UN’s willingness to commission these reports and release them
to public scrutiny is admirable, and neither report shrank from directing
hard-hitting criticism at the respective, responsible UN authorities. Ide-
ally, however, if impartiality is to be guaranteed, those charged with un-
dertaking extensive review of an international institution’s activities,
should be independent of that same institution.

In Kosovo it was less a case of any single international player. NATO
deployed its armed forces for the express purpose of implementing UN
Security Council resolutions, but without Security Council authorization.
It was an action that appropriately framed the decentred, multipolar na-
ture of authority structures at the international level and which, in the
subsequent analysis, required examination of several transnational ac-
tors. It would thus have seemed particularly insufficient had examination
thereof been left to the initiation of and confined to only one of the ac-
tors involved. An independent Commission, composed of non-affiliated
individuals was better placed to examine the situation and the interlink-
ing actors holistically.

Also, given their independence from any institutional affiliation or as-
sociation, the individual members of the Commission were more freely
able to perceive and respond to the calls for change that became manifest
in the treatment of the Kosovo conflict. Institutional affiliation may too
often work to favour precedent and stability, at the expense of desper-
ately needed reform.17 Paradoxically, however, the Commission’s posi-
tion outside any established institution also made it particularly conscious
of the desire for order, stability, and precedent. If its conclusions and rec-
ommendations were to be taken seriously by international organizations,
if they were to stand a chance of being implemented and realized, it had
to be sensitive to demands for consistency and clarity. The Commission
therefore made every effort to ensure that its recommendations and con-
clusions found support in settled, observed norms and standards of in-
ternational law. As a discursive enterprise, the Commission was suitably
constituted to ensure that full consideration was given to both order and
substantive justice (change) claims.

The nature of the Commission’s establishment also protected it, in its
investigations and subsequent publication of the Report, from accusa-
tions of bias, making it much less easy for those implicated by the Com-
mission’s recommendations and conclusions to attempt to discredit the
Commission and so avoid the apportionment of responsibilities.18 The
nature and composition of the Commission was also particularly suited
to the type of broad mandate with which the Commission was charged.
It imposed a searching examination of the context in which the Kosovo
conflict and intervention took place and the subsequent repercussions,
so demanding multiple spheres of expertise. The ad hoc, independent
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nature of the Commission’s establishment meant that the demand for di-
verse spheres of expertise could be fully accommodated.
Significantly, the Commission’s own composition both reflected and

reinforced the multilateral character that international initiatives must
assume if a genuine international community is to be instantiated. Franck
writes that ‘‘for rules to be subject to a meaningful scrutiny from the per-
spective of fairness, they must be seen to operate in the context of a com-
munity: a social system of continuing interaction and transaction. It is
only in a community that the bedrock of shared values and developed
principles necessary to any assessment of fairness is found’’.19 The Com-
mission was at once both evidence of this community and an attempt to
elucidate the shared values and developed principles that constitute the
belief system within which the community could develop.
The Commission’s establishment, and that of other similar initiatives,

nonetheless raises certain issues of concern. They ultimately depend for
their establishment and existence on an initiating body, which will need
to guarantee at least the initial organizational costs. In order to make
this undertaking, the initiator will have to be prompted by political will
or benevolent foresight, neither of which can be guaranteed in every in-
stance; thus one faces the prospect (a general dilemma in international
law) that these types of initiatives appear random and arbitrary. This
new era of international community may come to be undermined by only
selective establishment of fair assessment initiatives. In fact, the ad hoc,
selective character of these types of assessment or review may push the
international lawyer back to questions of whether international law is re-
ally law at all, and not, given that selectivity reveals it so clearly not to be
the case, whether international law is fair.20
Additionally, while the absence of any institutional affiliation guaran-

teed the Kosovo Commission the independence it required, it came at
the risk that the Commission’s conclusions and recommendations would
not be treated with the seriousness they would have been given had its
report been commissioned by a single or a number of institutions. For in-
stance, organizations like the UN and NATO – complex, cumbersome,
with a host of competing priorities and demands that their own author-
ities have determined – may too readily assign low priority to reports of
this kind.

The nature of the Commission’s findings

The Commission’s Report provided a comprehensive documentation of
the origins of the crisis, efforts undertaken to resolve the crisis, the ulti-
mate intervention of NATO and the role played by ancillary domestic
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and international actors. There can be little doubt that this itself was a
valuable endeavour. All too often in conflicts of this nature, little effort
is made to obtain nuanced, detailed understandings of specific local con-
texts. This failure bedevils subsequent humanitarian efforts within the af-
flicted area, not only hampering the delivery of effective provisions, but
in some cases employed as justification for offering no protection at all.

The Commission’s report, however, went further than documentation –
it also issued a discrete set of far-reaching recommendations, including
most notably the recommendation of ‘‘conditional autonomy’’ for Ko-
sovo and advocating the lawfulness of humanitarian intervention in cer-
tain exceptional circumstances. As has already been noted, both these
recommendations generated substantial public comment.

In light of this debate, it might be asked whether it is appropriate that
ad hoc initiatives, like the Commission, issue recommendations of this
type – recommendations that may alter the delicate stability achieved in
Kosovo, for instance, or the accepted terms and conditions of attempts
at negotiated settlement. We could go further and ask whether this high-
profile endorsement of humanitarian intervention might not serve to
make it more difficult to police an already substantially weakened inter-
national order? Might it not be better for actors with substantial invest-
ments in the international order, nation-states, and international or trans-
national institutions – that is, those that must address international crises
– to issue recommendations that they will ultimately be required to
meet? After all, the Commission is not expected to take responsibility
for managing or addressing the altered dynamics.

We argue that notwithstanding these circumstances, forums like the
Commission are exactly those most suited to the formulation of recom-
mendations that privilege change over stability. The Commission’s rec-
ommendations should be understood as part of a discursive enterprise,
consisting ‘‘primarily of advancing claims and testing them against rival
claims based on alternative values: national security, self-interest, eco-
nomic efficiency, and others’’.21 Once these recommendations are placed
in the public domain, a global conversation can take place in which the
suitability or, more accurately, the fairness of the particular recommen-
dations is debated.

Admittedly, many claims can be advanced on behalf of fairness, but de-
termination of the agreed formulation will depend on the types of claim
that present themselves for selection. If claims are only to be advanced
by institutions or nation-states, they will generally incline towards inter-
ests of stability and order. Few proposals that take account of the need
for reform, for an enhanced conception of substantive justice, would be
offered up for discussion in this global conversation. We would then be
left only with proposals that privilege stability.
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The lawfulness of humanitarian intervention

The final section of this chapter re-examines the Commission’s advocacy
of humanitarian intervention in light of recent developments, and ad-
dresses the question of whether in its formulation of this recommenda-
tion, the Commission embraced the call for change but paid insufficient
heed to the demand for stability.
Speaking to the UN General Assembly in September 1999, Secretary-

General Kofi Annan cautioned that the crisis in Kosovo ‘‘revealed the
core challenge to the Security Council and to the United Nations as a
whole in the next century: to forge unity behind the principle that mas-
sive and systematic violations of human rights – wherever they may take
place – should not be allowed to stand’’.22 The Commission shared the
Secretary-General’s conclusion, and having weighed the evidence in Ko-
sovo, came to the conclusion that in certain circumstances vindication of
human rights would require the use of force – that a ‘‘humanitarian inter-
vention’’ should take place. The Commission conceded that ‘‘a ‘right’ of
humanitarian intervention is not consistent with the UN Charter if con-
ceived as a legal text’’,23 but went on to argue that ‘‘it may, depending
on the context, nevertheless, reflect the spirit of the Charter as it relates
to the overall protection of people against gross abuse’’.24 Its argument
supported a conclusion that the NATO campaign was illegal but legiti-
mate.
It reasoned further that if this gap between legality and legitimacy was

to be closed, a first step would require the elaboration of a framework of
principles that could then be used to assess whether proposed military
action fell within the justifiable limits of humanitarian intervention. The
Commission’s suggested framework consisted of a set of threshold and
contextual principles.
The first of the threshold principles posits two valid triggers for human-

itarian intervention: the occurrence of severe violations of international
human rights or humanitarian law on a sustained basis or substantial suf-
fering on the part of a civilian society due to state ‘‘failure’’.25 The sec-
ond insists that the overriding objective of the intervention at all stages
must be cessation of the human suffering,26 and the third principle re-
quires that the means employed be reasonably calculated to bring an
end to the crisis as soon as possible, that the instigators be vigilant in
their protection of civilians and abstain from collateral damage or any
measures which might be characterized as punitive or retaliatory against
the target government.27
These threshold principles are accompanied by eight contextual princi-

ples which further specify when intervention may justifiably be under-
stood as humanitarian in character, and the Commission suggests revi-
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sions to the UN Charter which would bring the doctrine within the Char-
ter’s parameters but without making it appear as anything but an excep-
tional, final-resort occurrence.28

Yet despite the Commission’s efforts to tailor the limits of humanitar-
ian intervention very narrowly and carefully, this recommendation has
met with a fair degree of criticism. Iris Marion Young, addressing specif-
ically the Commission’s conclusion, argues that war can never be legiti-
mated, although it may perhaps be justified by appeal to consequences
but not to any authorizing covenants or principles. She argues further
that it is dangerous to assume that ‘‘stronger institutions of international
law themselves can and should authorize the use of violence. Just as in
the domestic case, violence must be justified by arguing that it is the
only means available to do good, that it does more good than harm, and
that it is effective without having undesirable long-term consequences. By
such reasoning, I submit that the NATO war was not justified’’.29 David
Rieff, speaking at a Commission seminar after the publication of the
Commission’s report, characterized the recommendation as a ‘‘call to
war’’, suggesting it would facilitate pretextual resort to hostilities.30

In light of the actions taken in Afghanistan and Iraq, these criticisms
perhaps prompt more serious evaluation. Has the Commission’s recom-
mendation contributed to a more permissive global attitude towards
armed interventions? Is the international community now more prepared
to sanction assaults on states’ sovereignty? Did the Commission accom-
modate the need for change and reform without paying sufficient heed
to demands for consistency and clarity?

Our argument is that these charges are unsupported. Had there been
no after-the-fact analysis by the Commission and others, had there been
no attempt to limit this type of action within defined parameters – as the
Commission did in formulating its principles – it would have been rela-
tively easy to claim that the interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq repre-
sented but one logical step from the action in Kosovo. As it is, these later
interventions might claim validity under the doctrine of self-defence, but
they cannot do so under the rubric of ‘‘humanitarian intervention’’. The
overriding aim of all phases of the intervention must be the direct protec-
tion of the victimized population. This cannot be claimed by the interven-
ing forces in either Afghanistan or Iraq.

Obviously, this does not stop the intervening forces from claiming that
aspects of the intervention were consistent with humanitarian objectives,
even if the overriding objective was not humanitarian, but here too the
Commission’s formulation of principles serves to make the appeal more
onerous for the intervening forces, rather than facilitating such appeal.
These claims can now be tested against expressly articulated principles
and the integrity of the claimants will be judged by the extent to which
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they keep faith with these principles – for instance, the extent to which
the intervening powers commit sufficient resources, once the intervention
is complete, to sustain the population in the target society and to ensure
speedy and humane reconstruction of that society in order for the whole
population to return to normality.31 Consequently, the Commission’s
recommendation sufficiently caters to the demand for stability and order
by framing its proposed reform within expressly defined and narrowly
drawn parameters.
However, if the Commission’s endorsement of humanitarian inter-

vention does not run the risk of opening the door to and legitimating
all manner of interventions, the viability of its endorsement might risk
being undermined by the selectivity of the enforcement of this norm.32
Political will on the part of national governments for enforcing humani-
tarian norms remains highly selective, and in most cases half-hearted.
Thus, while much comment and outrage attended to the violence perpe-
trated against Kosovar Albanians, the arguably worse atrocities carried
out during the same time-frame in Sierra Leone were receiving very little
attention, and certainly not prompting international intervention of a na-
ture seen in Kosovo. Edward Luck writes, in this context of humanitarian
intervention, ‘‘Kosovo and East Timor may well prove to be the excep-
tion, with Rwanda and Sierra Leone closer to the rule’’.33
This disparity (and occasional duplicity) in the treatment of conflicts by

the international community was a fact of which the Commission was
particularly conscious, and was the incentive for its public seminar in Jo-
hannesburg in September 2000. Participants invited to address this con-
ference were asked to examine possible lessons from Kosovo in treating
conflicts in Africa. The seminar also led to the publication of the col-
lected papers in a book: A Continent Apart: Kosovo, Africa and Human-
itarian Intervention. It is hoped that the Commission, in framing the dis-
crepancy in international response and urging more equal treatment of
conflicts throughout the globe, will go some way to making Kosovo the
norm and not merely the exception.

Conclusion

As international law increasingly shrugs off misguided claims that it is
not, in fact, real law and as the international community becomes less a
hortatory term than a real phenomenon, issues of fairness will come to
dominate the global debate. But a ‘‘discourse solely and exclusively re-
flecting the views of those who govern nations cannot be expected to pro-
duce rules that are fair or can only be expected to do so haphazardly’’.34
The Independent International Commission on Kosovo represents an at-
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tempt to ensure that the views of non-state actors are also taken into ac-
count in that global discourse – non-state actors, that is, of a kind differ-
ent from those constrained by institutional affiliation and by limited and
shrinking budgets, from those as likely to act in self-interest as nation-
states.

Importantly, however, the Commission was not free to abandon the
dictates of consistency and clarity in framing its recommendations. In
fact, its inquiry went to the heart of fairness discourse – an attempt to ne-
gotiate a balance between the demands for change and those of stability
within the specific context of Kosovo.

None of this means that the Commission’s recommendations will nec-
essarily settle into accepted and observed international rules – but it does
mean that within the discursive enterprise that constitutes the interna-
tional community, parties will have a much wider choice of their sanc-
tioned rule/norm and that the chosen norm, even if not consistent with
the Commission’s proposals, is much more likely to reflect or be condi-
tioned by its recommendations.
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Intervention, sovereignty, and
the responsibility to protect

Ramesh Thakur

The debate on intervention was ignited in the closing years of the last
century by the critical gap between the needs and distress felt in the real
world in Somalia, Rwanda, Srebrenica, and East Timor, and the codified
instruments and modalities for managing world order. There has been a
parallel gap, no less critical, between the codified best practice of inter-
national behaviour as articulated in the UN Charter and actual state
practice as it has evolved in the 57 years since the Charter was signed.
The responsibility for protecting the lives and promoting the welfare of
citizens lies first and foremost with the sovereign state. There is a gap –
a responsibility deficit – if the state proves unable or unwilling to protect
citizens, or itself becomes the perpetrator of violence against its own citi-
zens. Can the slack in responsibility be picked up by agents outside the
country concerned? If so, by whom, under what authority, in what cir-
cumstances, and subject to what procedural and operational safeguards?
The community-sanctioning authority to settle issues of international

peace and security was transferred from the great powers in concert in
the nineteenth century to the United Nations in the twentieth century.
While Rwanda in 1994 stands as the symbol of international inaction
in the face of genocide, Kosovo in 1999 raised many questions about
the consequences of action when the international community is divided
in the face of a humanitarian tragedy. The United Nations is the only
organization with universally accepted authority to validate such opera-
tions. The Security Council lies at the heart of the international law-
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enforcement system. But the only military coalition with the capacity to
engage in robust and sustained enforcement action, in and outside its
area of operations, is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).
In 1999, on the one hand, there were claims of a compelling humanitarian
tragedy in Kosovo that was an affront to an internationalized human con-
science. On the other hand, there was every prospect of Security Council
action being blocked by one or two vetoes. But this was never put to the
test, and NATO launched a ‘‘humanitarian war’’ without UN authori-
zation. The justification for a collective defence organization bypassing
the international organization in order to wage an offensive war remains
problematic, and the precedent that was set remains deeply troubling to
many observers and countries for having posed a fundamental challenge
to the normative architecture of world order.1

The dilemma can be summarized thus:
1. To respect sovereignty all the time is to risk being complicit in human-

itarian tragedies sometimes;
2. To argue that the UN Security Council must give its consent to inter-

national intervention for humanitarian purposes is to risk policy paral-
ysis by handing over the agenda either to the passivity and apathy of
the Council as a whole, or to the most obstructionist member of the
Council, including any one of the five permanent members determined
to use the veto clause;

3. To use force without UN authorization is to violate international law
and undermine world order based on the centrality of the UN as the
custodian of world conscience and the Security Council as the guard-
ian of world peace.
Under the impact of contrasting experiences in Rwanda2 and Kosovo,

Secretary-General Kofi Annan challenged member states to come up with
a new consensus on the competing visions of national and popular sover-
eignty. Responding to the challenge, Canadian Foreign Minister Lloyd
Axworthy set up the International Commission on Intervention and State
Sovereignty (ICISS) to wrestle with the whole gamut of difficult and com-
plex issues involved in the debate.

The Report of the Commission,3 published with formal presentation to
Annan on 18 December 2001, seeks to achieve three things. First, it seeks
to reposition the existing normative consensus on the subject by replac-
ing the language of humanitarian intervention with the concept of the
responsibility to protect. Second, it seeks to locate that responsibility
with state authorities at the national and the Security Council at the
global levels respectively. Third, it seeks to ensure that when interven-
tion for human protection purposes does take place, it is carried out with
efficiency, effectiveness, and due authority, process, and diligence.

This chapter is devoted principally to an exposition of the first of the
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three goals.4 The key to the attempt to move the existing consensus for-
ward is a change in the conceptual vocabulary, from the right and duty of
‘‘humanitarian intervention’’ to the responsibility to protect. The man-
date of ICISS was to eschew polemics and find a formula for reconciling
the urge to humanitarian intervention with the persisting reality of state
sovereignty. The concept of the responsibility to protect does just that.
The rest of the chapter is divided into five parts. The next section de-
scribes the added value of the Commission’s work. In the two sections
after that, relatively greater attention is paid to elaborating the concepts
of the responsibility to protect and sovereignty as responsibility. The
fourth section alludes briefly to other parts of the Commission’s report,
while the fifth and final section considers the tension between UN and
great power responsibility to protect deriving from lawful authority and
military capacity.

Added value of ICISS

There is already a vast literature on the subject that ICISS was set up to
address.5 Why bother with another study? What could we do that would
be a substantial advance? We believe that ICISS has six distinguishing
features: balance, outreach, independence, comprehensiveness, innova-
tiveness, and political realism.
The Commission was balanced in composition, starting with the

co-chairs, with regard to professional backgrounds (former heads of
state and cabinet ministers, UN officials, generals, scholars, journalists),
continents-cum-civilizations, industrialized-developing country perspec-
tives, and initial starting positions on the intervention–sovereignty de-
bate.6 Mohamed Sahnoun wears the inherited wisdom of an entire conti-
nent very lightly on his shoulders, and has long and great experience as a
national and UN diplomat. He has a wonderful and seemingly inexhaust-
ible repertoire of African animal stories with a moral for every occasion.
Gareth Evans is as passionate about justice and human security as Sah-
noun, and driven by a restless energy that is astonishingly creative when
harnessed to a pet cause. The excellent personal chemistry between the
Commissioners, combined with their willingness to listen to one another
and adapt and evolve their thinking, without necessarily giving up bottom
lines,7 enabled us to come up with a unanimous report that is more than
a collection of clichés and platitudes. If just twelve reasonable, experi-
enced, and intelligent people had failed to come to an agreed report, the
prospects of the international community forging a new consensus on
the contentious subject of military interventions would have been bleak
indeed.
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The willingness to listen and adapt was put to the test in an extensive
outreach exercise that was one of the most valuable parts of the ICISS
process. Commission meetings and round tables were held in almost all
continents and major capitals, involving continent-wide representatives,
over 200 in total, from all sectors and cross-section of views.8 The Report
reflects a genuine effort to incorporate many of the views that were ex-
pressed in Cairo, New Delhi and Santiago as well as Beijing, London,
Paris, and Washington. The views presented during the outreach exercise
were sometimes used as tie-breakers during deadlocked discussions in
the Commission.

There would not have been much point to the regional consultations if
the Commission was working to a secret agenda. If the Canadian govern-
ment had a hidden agenda and a predetermined outcome for ICISS, as
mooted by some, they neglected to tell the Commissioners. ICISS was
notable for the lack of ‘‘shrinking violets’’, and this reinforced the inde-
pendent nature of the Commission. The Report reflects our combined
and collective thinking as it evolved over the year’s deliberations.

The Report is comprehensive in three senses. First, it includes separate
chapters on prevention, intervention, reconstruction, lawful authority,
and the operational dimension of military interventions. The ‘‘responsi-
bility to protect’’ provides conceptual, normative and operational link-
ages between assistance, intervention, and reconstruction. The inputs
from the round table discussions contributed greatly to the comprehen-
siveness of the Commission’s final product, which consists of a supple-
mentary research volume in addition to the main report.9 The Commis-
sion was assisted by a Secretariat provided by Canada’s foreign ministry,
plus a research team under the co-direction of Stanlake Samkange and
Thomas W. Weiss. While the primary responsibility for the second vol-
ume lay with Weiss and Don Hubert, they were helped by several espe-
cially commissioned essays, plus submissions and contributions from over
50 specialists. The research volume is supported by an extensive and an-
notated bibliography that contains more than 2,200 entries, and the en-
tire report and volume is available on CD-ROM that is key-worded and
indexed to facilitate ease of research.

Fifth, the ‘‘Responsibility to Protect’’ formulation is, we believe,
genuinely innovative, as was ‘‘sustainable development’’ of the Bruntd-
land Commission whose success in reconciling the previously opposed
concepts of development (which is exploitative) and conservation had
formed an inspiring model for us from the start of our deliberations.
(Co-chair Sahnoun was a member of the Brundtland Commission.)

Sixth, the ICISS discussions and report were always grounded in polit-
ical realism. For example, we were not interested in solving all the
world’s problems, but stuck narrowly to our mandate. Thus we resisted
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the temptation to recast our report in the light of the terrorist attacks of
11 September 2001, concluding that horrific and urgent as the latter was,
self-defence is conceptually and operationally distinct from the protec-
tion of at-risk foreign populations. Similarly, we resisted the temptation
to urge amendments to the UN Charter, for example, with respect to the
composition and functioning of the Security Council.
In retrospect, as a final contextual comment, the one-year time-frame

was probably a very useful discipline. This meant the momentum never
flagged, we worked to a tight deadline, and we remembered where we
had got to at the last meeting and the progress that had already been
made.

Shifting the terms of the debate

‘‘Humanitarian Intervention’’ is what humanitarian agencies like the In-
ternational Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) do; they object to the phrase being ap-
propriated by states engaged in military intervention. ‘‘Humanitarian
Intervention’’ conveys to most Western minds the idea that the principle
underlying the intervention is not self-interested power politics but the
disinterested one of protecting human life. It conjures up in many non-
Western minds historical memories of the strong imposing their will on
the weak in the name of the prevailing universal principles of the day,
from the civilizing mission of spreading Christianity to the cultivation
and promotion of human rights.
The traditional terms of the debate focus attention on the claims,

rights, and prerogatives of the potentially intervening states much more
so than on the urgent needs of the intended, putative beneficiaries of the
action. By focusing on the ‘‘right to intervene’’ they do not adequately
take into account the prevention and follow-up assistance components
of external action. The phrase ‘‘humanitarian intervention’’ is used to
trump sovereignty with intervention at the outset of the debate: it loads
the dice in favour of intervention before the argument has even begun,
by labelling and delegitimizing dissent as anti-humanitarian.
Where humanitarian intervention raises fears of domination based on

the international power hierarchy, the responsibility to protect encapsu-
lates the element of international solidarity. Moreover, it implies an eval-
uation of the issues from the point of view of those seeking or needing
support, rather than those who may be considering intervention. Our
preferred terminology refocuses the international searchlight back on
the duty to protect the villager from murder, the woman from rape, and
the child from starvation and being orphaned.
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Sovereignty

Crucially, the responsibility to protect acknowledges that responsibility
rests primarily with the state concerned; only if the state is unable or un-
willing to fulfil this responsibility, or is itself the perpetrator, does it be-
come the responsibility of others to act in its place. In many cases, the
state seeks to acquit its responsibility in full and active partnership with
representatives of the international community. Thus the responsibility
to protect is more of a linking concept that bridges the divide between
the international community and the sovereign state, whereas the lan-
guage of the right or duty to intervene is inherently more confronta-
tional.

Internally, sovereignty refers to the exclusive competence of the state
to make authoritative decisions of government with regard to all people
and resources within its territory. Externally, it means the legal identity
of the state in international law, an equality of status with all other states,
and the claim to be the sole official agent acting in international relations
on behalf of a society. National sovereignty locates the state as the ulti-
mate seat of power and authority, unconstrained by internal or external
checks; constitutional sovereignty holds that the power and authority of
the state are not absolute but contingent and constrained.10 Domesti-
cally, power sharing between the executive, legislature, and judiciary, at
federal and provincial levels, is regulated by constitutional arrangements
and practices. Internationally, states are constrained by globally legiti-
mated institutions and practices.

Sovereignty has its philosophical and political roots in European
thought and practice. Ironically, while aspects of sovereignty are being
progressively superseded in the construction of the increasingly border-
less European Union, some of its most passionate defenders are to be
found among developing countries (although the US is second to none
in the jealous defence of national sovereignty against international en-
croachments).

At one level, the developing countries’ attachment to sovereignty is
deeply emotional. The colonial experience traumatized many of them,
and the long shadows cast by this are yet to disappear. In the age of colo-
nialism, most Afro-Asians and Latin Americans became the victims of
Western superiority in the organization and weaponry of warfare. Most
developing countries are former colonies who achieved independence on
the back of extensive and protracted nationalist struggles against the ma-
jor European powers. The anti-colonial impulse in their worldview sur-
vives as a powerful sentiment in the collective consciousness of the na-
tion. The continuing scars in the collective memory are difficult for many
Westerners to comprehend and come to terms with.
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At another level, the commitment to sovereignty is functional. The
state is the cornerstone of the international system. State sovereignty
provides order, stability, and predictability in international relations. It
mediates relations between the strong and weak, rich and poor, and for-
mer colonizers and colonized. With independence, and following the
globalization of the norm of self-determination, the principle of state sov-
ereignty was the constitutional device used by newly decolonized coun-
tries to try to reconstitute disrupted societies and polities, and to restart
arrested economic development. As Mohammed Ayoob notes, the devel-
oping countries typically sought order within and justice between states.
By contrast, the industrialized Western countries have given primacy to
order between states and justice (that is, civil–political human rights)
within.11
A condition of any one state’s sovereignty is a corresponding obliga-

tion to respect every other state’s sovereignty. In the era of decoloni-
zation, the sovereign equality of states and the correlative norm of non-
intervention received their most emphatic affirmation from the newly
independent states. Even during the Cold War state practice reflected
the unwillingness of many countries – not just the two power blocs, but
also some former colonies like India and Tanzania – to give up complete
intervention as an instrument of policy. But the many examples of inter-
vention in actual state practice throughout the twentieth century did not
lead to an abandonment of the norm of non-intervention. Indeed, often
the breaches provoked such fierce controversy and so much nationalistic
passion that their net effect was to reinforce, not negate, the norm of
non-intervention.
UN membership was the final symbol of independent sovereign state-

hood and thus the seal of acceptance into the community of nations. The
organization was also the principal international forum for collaborative
action in the shared pursuit of the three goals of state building, nation
building, and economic development. The UN was therefore the main
arena for the jealous protection of state sovereignty, not its casual abro-
gation.
The Commission’s core principle is that state sovereignty implies re-

sponsibility,12 and the primary responsibility for the protection of its peo-
ple lies with the state itself. But if it should default, a residual, fallback
responsibility also lies with the broader community of states. Where a
population is suffering serious harm, as a result of internal war, insur-
gency, repression, or state failure, and the government in question is un-
willing or unable to halt or avert it, the principle of non-intervention
yields to the international responsibility to protect. The foundations of
that responsibility lie in obligations inherent in the concept of sover-
eignty; the responsibility of the Security Council for the maintenance
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of international peace and security; specific legal obligations under
human rights and human protection declarations, covenants and trea-
ties, international humanitarian law and national law; and the develop-
ing practice of states, regional organizations, and the Security Council
itself.13

The international order is based on a system of sovereign states be-
cause this is seen as the most efficient means of organizing the world
in order to discharge the responsibility to the people of protecting their
lives and livelihoods, and promoting their well-being and freedoms. If
sovereignty becomes an obstacle to the realization of freedom, then it
can, should, and must be discarded. But sovereignty need not be such an
obstacle. While some elements of sovereignty have devolved downwards
and inwards to civil society within the state, others have been subsumed
in transnational flows, activities, and institutions across borders. In to-
day’s seamless world, political frontiers have become less salient both
for international organizations, whose rights and duties can extend be-
yond borders, and for member states, whose responsibilities within bor-
ders can be held to international scrutiny.

The steady erosion of the once sacrosanct principle of national sover-
eignty is rooted in the reality of global interdependence: no country is
an island unto itself anymore. The increasing internationalization of the
world has widened the gap between the legal status and actual reality of
states acting and interacting in the international arena. As a result of
agreements that they have signed voluntarily, states now accept many ex-
ternal obligations and international scrutiny. The norms of human rights
and international humanitarian law in particular are widely acknowl-
edged and honoured in and among states. As memories of colonialism
dim and become increasingly distant, the salience of sovereignty corre-
spondingly diminishes. Citizens and domestic groups instead begin to
use the international human rights norm and cross-national global coali-
tions to subject the actions of their own governments to increasingly crit-
ical scrutiny.

For these reasons, and based on changes in the real world and evolving
best practice international behaviour, the Commission concluded that it
is necessary and useful to reconceptualize sovereignty as responsibility.
This has a threefold significance. First, it implies that the state authorities
are responsible for the functions of protecting the safety and lives of citi-
zens and promotion of their welfare. Second, it suggests that the national
political authorities are responsible to the citizens internally and to the
international community through the UN. And third, it means that the
agents of the state are responsible for their actions – that is to say, they
are accountable for their acts of commission and omission. Would-be per-
petrators of mass atrocities should fear the growth of universal justice as
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a result of which they will ultimately have nowhere else to run, no place
left to hide.
The goal of intervention for human protection purposes is never to

wage war on a state in order to destroy it and eliminate its statehood,
but always to protect victims of atrocities inside the state, to embed the
protection in reconstituted institutions after the intervention, and then
to withdraw all foreign troops. Thus military intervention for human pro-
tection purposes takes away the rights flowing from the status of sover-
eignty, but does not in itself challenge the status as such. It does supplant
the rights of the state to exercise protective functions if the state has
proven incapable or unwilling to do so with respect to genocidal killings,
humanitarian atrocities, and ethnic cleansing; or to suspend the right of
the state to conduct itself free of external interference if such conduct is
the cause of the above atrocities. The prevention of the exercise of sover-
eign rights under intervention for human protection purposes is always
limited in time to a temporary period, until the capacity of the state itself
to resume its protective functions can be restored and institutionalized.
Intervention for human protection purposes may also be limited in two

further respects. It may be confined to a particular portion of the target
state’s territory rather than all of it, for example Kosovo and not all of
Yugoslavia, where the abuses are actually occurring; or it may be limited
with respect to a particular group that is the target of abuse, rather than
to all citizens.
The UN Charter is itself an example of an international obligation vol-

untarily accepted by member states. On the one hand, in granting mem-
bership to the UN, the international community welcomes the signatory
state as a responsible member of the community of nations. On the other
hand, the state itself, in signing the Charter, accepts the responsibilities of
membership flowing from that signature. There is no transfer or dilution
of state sovereignty. But there is a redefinition from sovereignty as right
of exclusivity to sovereignty as responsibility in both internal functions
and external duties. The United Nations is the symbol and the arena for
the shared management of pooled sovereignty.

Doing it right, doing it well

Conflict prevention and peacebuilding

Action in support of the responsibility to protect necessarily involves and
calls for a broad range and wide variety of measures and responses in ful-
filment of the accompanying duty to assist. These may include develop-
ment assistance to help prevent conflict from occurring, intensifying,
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spreading, or persisting; rebuilding support to help prevent conflict from
recurring; and, in extraordinary cases, military intervention to protect at-
risk civilians from harm.

Prevention is the single most important dimension of the responsibility
to protect, so prevention options should always be exhausted before in-
tervention is contemplated. Moreover, the exercise of the responsibility
to prevent and react should always involve less intrusive and coercive
measures being considered (although not necessarily attempted) before
more coercive and intrusive ones are applied. The responsibility to pre-
vent requires addressing both the root causes and direct causes of inter-
nal conflict and other man-made crises putting populations at risk. The
responsibility to react requires us to respond to situations of compelling
human need with appropriate measures, which may include coercive
measures like sanctions and international prosecution, and in extreme
cases military intervention. The responsibility to rebuild requires us to
provide, particularly after a military intervention, full assistance with re-
covery, reconstruction, and reconciliation, addressing the causes of the
harm the intervention was designed to halt or avert.

Threshold criteria and cautionary principles

Military intervention for human protection purposes is an exceptional
and extraordinary measure. To be warranted, there must be serious and
irreparable harm occurring to human beings, or imminently likely to oc-
cur, of the following kind:
� Large-scale loss of life due to deliberate state action, neglect, or inabil-
ity to act, or a failed state situation; or

� Large-scale ethnic cleansing, actual or apprehended, whether carried
out by killing, forced expulsion, acts of terror, or rape.
We concluded that it would be futile to try to anticipate every contin-

gency and provide a uniform checklist for intervention. Rather, the deci-
sion on intervention would have to be a matter of careful judgment on a
case-by-case basis. Even when the just cause threshold is crossed of con-
science-shocking loss of life or ethnic cleansing, intervention must be
guided by the cautionary principles of right intention, last resort, propor-
tional means, and reasonable prospects.14 The primary purpose of the in-
tervention, whatever other motives intervening states may have, must be
to halt or avert human suffering. Right intention is better assured with
multilateral operations, clearly supported by regional opinion and the
victims concerned. Military intervention can only be justified when every
non-military option for the prevention or peaceful resolution of the crisis
has been explored, with reasonable grounds for believing that lesser mea-
sures would not have succeeded. The scale, duration, and intensity of the
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planned military intervention should be the minimum necessary to secure
the defined human protection objective. And there must be a reasonable
chance of success in halting or averting the suffering which has justified
the intervention, with the consequences of action not likely to be worse
than the consequences of inaction. Military intervention against major
powers is ruled out, therefore, not as a matter of double standards at the
level of principles, but due to a prudential consequentialism: under no
conceivable circumstances would humanitarian goals be advanced by
launching an external military intervention against Russia in order to
protect, say, the people of Chechnya.
Finally, the Report also seeks to identify the operational principles to

guide interventions. The chapter outlining these should be of particular
interest to military staff colleges.

Right authority and due process

War is itself a major humanitarian tragedy that can be justified only
under the most compelling circumstances regarding the provocation, the
likelihood of success – bearing in mind that goals are metamorphosed in
the crucible of war once started – and the consequences that may reason-
ably be predicted. And the burden of proof rests on the proponents of
force, not on dissenters. In particular, we cannot accept the alternative
doctrine that any one state or coalition can decide when to intervene
with force in the internal affairs of other countries, for down that path
lies total chaos. The sense of moral outrage provoked by humanitarian
atrocities must always be tempered by an appreciation of the limits of
power, a concern for international institution-building, and a sensitivity
to the law of unintended and perverse consequences. The NATO inter-
vention in Kosovo in 1999 remains hotly disputed over the question of
whether it triggered more carnage than it averted.
Intervention for human protection purposes occurs so that those con-

demned to die in fear may be rescued to live in hope instead. Even so,
military intervention, even for humanitarian purposes, is just a nicer way
of referring to the use of deadly force on a massive scale. Given the enor-
mous normative presumption against the use of deadly force to settle in-
ternational quarrels, who has the right to authorize such force? On what
basis, for what purpose, and subject to what safeguards and limitations?
In other words, even if we agree that military intervention may some-
times be necessary and unavoidable in order to protect innocent people
from life-threatening danger by interposing an outside force between
actual and apprehended victims and perpetrators, key questions remain
about agency, lawfulness, and legitimacy: that is, about international au-
thority that can override national authority.
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Attempts to enforce authority can only be made by the legitimate
agents of that authority. What distinguishes rule enforcement by criminal
thugs from that by police officers is precisely the principle of legitimacy.
The chief contemporary institution for building, consolidating, and using
the authority of the international community is the United Nations. Set
up as the principal element of order and stability in the revolutionary
post-World War world, it was meant to be the framework within which
members of the international system negotiated agreements on the rules
of behaviour and the legal norms of proper conduct in order to preserve
the society of states.

The Commission concluded that there is no better or more appropriate
body than the Security Council to authorize military intervention for hu-
man protection purposes. The task therefore is not to find alternatives to
the Security Council as a source of authority, but to make it work better
than it has. Its authorization should in all cases be sought prior to any
military intervention. Those calling for an intervention should formally
request such authorization, or have the Council raise the matter on its
own initiative, or have the Secretary-General raise it under Article 99 of
the UN Charter.

UN authority and great power capacity

The formal authority for maintaining international peace and security
is thus vested in the Security Council. But the burden of responsibility,
from having the power to make the most difference, often falls on the
US and other leading powers. The conceptual connecting rod that links
power to authority is legitimacy. The legitimacy of the Security Council
as the authoritative validator of international security action has been
subject to a steady erosion as it has been perceived as being unrepresen-
tative in composition, undemocratic in operation, unaccountable to any-
one ‘‘below’’ (e.g. the General Assembly) or ‘‘above’’ (e.g. the World
Court), and ineffective in results. Western countries often chafe at the in-
effectual performance legitimacy of the Council, and their desire to resist
the Council’s role as the sole validator of the international use of force is
the product of this dissatisfaction at its perceived sorry record. On the
other hand, if it were to become increasingly activist, interventionist,
and effective, then the erosion of representational and procedural legiti-
macy would lead many developing countries to question the authority of
the Council even more forcefully.

The UN is just as powerful a symbol of what member states must
not do. In the field of state–citizen relations within territorial borders,
the totality of Charter clauses and instruments like the Universal Decla-
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ration of Human Rights restrict the authority of states to cause harm
to their own people. In the sphere of military action across borders,
UN membership imposes the obligation on the major powers to abjure
unilateral intervention in favour of collectively authorized international
intervention.
The legal debate on a clear, consistent, and workable set of codified

criteria for intervention is largely sterile. The political debate quickly de-
generates from rational discussion to highly charged polemics. Morally,
many fear that any codification of the rules of intervention would relegi-
timize the use of force in international relations. This would be a major
step backward, in that over the course of the twentieth century the inter-
national community placed increasing legislative and normative fetters
on the recourse to military force as a means of settling international dis-
putes. The United Nations is both the symbol and the major instrument
for moderating the use of force in international relations, not blessing it
and sanctifying a major expansion in its permissive scope.
The response from those with little patience for claims of UN primacy

(let alone monopoly) on the legitimate use of international force is that
the UN system of collective security was fatally flawed from the start.
Peace was preserved and justice advanced by the operation of institutions
and the pursuit of values by coalitions of the right-minded, able and will-
ing to defend the international order against all challenges.
The real debate is between those who support the development of

guidelines for use by the Security Council in authorizing international in-
tervention but remain firmly opposed to criteria for circumventing the
UN, and those who wish to retain the right to unilateral intervention.
The first group, comprising mainly (but neither exclusively nor all) devel-
oping countries, is fearful that the norm of non-intervention could be-
come roadkill on the highway of international power politics, taking us
back to the nineteenth-century system of a concert of great powers.
Among those who wish to retain the flexibility to launch military inter-

vention without UN authorization if necessary, there is a further division
of opinion between those who would like a ‘‘doctrine’’ approach and
others who want merely an ‘‘exception’’ approach15 – a signposted emer-
gency exit from the existing norms as embedded in the UN Charter.
Yet another variation would be to distinguish a ‘‘red light’’ from the

entrenched ‘‘green light’’ approach. Under the latter, intervention may
not proceed until and unless it has been duly authorized by the Security
Council. Under the former, interventions can take place unless and until
specifically prohibited by the Council. In Kosovo in 1999, a draft resolu-
tion condemning NATO bombing was defeated by 12 to 3, despite two
permanent members voting in the affirmative. Many interpreted the fail-
ure to flash the red light as tacit or de facto authorization. The difficulty
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with this is not just that it subverts the Charter and turns the principle of
authorization on its head. As well, the veto clause would still come into
play. Even if the vote in support of a ‘‘red light’’ resolution was 14 to 1,
the resolution would fail, and the red light therefore could not be flashed,
if that one solitary negative vote was that of a permanent member.
Equally, when the vital interests of global or regional major powers are
engaged, interventionary forces may go crashing through an entire forest
of flashing red lights without paying any heed to them.

Alternatively, it may be argued that the intersection of international
law and ethics creates a space where the precautionary principle can be
borrowed from environmental ethics and law. Developed especially in
Germany and France with regard to environmental law and the legal pro-
tection of health, it seeks to provide policy guidance in situations of in-
herent uncertainty. The equivalent of the prudential driving adage ‘‘If in
doubt, don’t,’’ the precautionary principle states that the absence of cer-
tainty must not delay the adoption of measures aimed at preventing the
risk of serious and irreversible damage.16 For if we wait until certainty
(for example with respect to the scope, magnitude, and gravity of impact,
or causal links between anthropogenic activities and environmental
degradation), then irreversible damage may already have been caused.
Therefore, as per the precautionary principle, the legal responsibility to
protect applies not only to those domestic public authorities who failed
to take preventive measures against known risks and hazards, but also
to those who did not take precautionary measures because of existing
margins of doubt and uncertainty. Humanitarian atrocities, genocidal
killings, and ethnic cleansing occur against the backdrop of chaos, confu-
sion, and lack of real-time reliable information. If we wait until clarity
and certainty obtains, our task may become restitution and retribution,
not protection. It should be protection and therefore, in the face of un-
certainty, the default bias should be to avoid risk.

This is why it is important for the Security Council to deal promptly
with any request for authority to intervene where there are allegations
of large-scale loss of human life or ethnic cleansing. The ICISS Report
recommends that the Permanent Five members of the Security Council
should agree not to apply their veto power in matters where their vital
state interests are not involved, so as not to obstruct the passage of reso-
lutions authorizing military intervention for human protection purposes
for which there is otherwise majority support. Action in selected cases
outside a veto-paralysed Security Council framework is less defensible
by those who refuse to accept any dilution of the veto power as a matter
of general principle.17

If the Security Council rejects a proposal or fails to deal with it in a
reasonable time, alternative options are: consideration of the matter by
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the General Assembly in Emergency Special Session under the ‘‘Uniting
for Peace’’ procedure; and action within area of jurisdiction by regional
or subregional organizations, subject to their seeking subsequent author-
ization from the Security Council.
The Security Council should take into account in all its deliberations

that, if it fails to discharge its responsibility to protect in conscience-
shocking situations crying out for action, concerned states may not rule
out other means to meet the gravity and urgency of that situation. This
carries a double risk. Their actions may not be guided by the just cause
and cautionary principles identified in the ICISS Report, and so their in-
terventions may not be done well, with due authority, diligence, and pro-
cess. Alternatively, they may do it very well and the people of the world
may conclude that their actions were necessary, just, and proper, in which
case the stature and credibility of the United Nations may suffer still fur-
ther erosion. (So where do we go from here?)

Conclusion

The Commission’s Report deals succinctly with the full range of issues in-
volved in the debate. The fact that a dozen people of diverse background
and varied starting positions were able to agree on a challenging, sub-
stantial, and wide-ranging report encourages us to believe that an in-
ternational consensus can indeed be forged around these ideas and prin-
ciples. If and when the world is once again confronted by challenges on
the scale of Rwanda, Kosovo, and East Timor, we hope it will be better
prepared to act with principled force. Too often in the past UN peace op-
erations have fallen victim to coalitions of the unwilling, unable, and
unlike-minded. It is time to put collective might to the service of individ-
ual and international right.
How might this be done? What are the next steps? At a seminar in New

York on 15 February 2002 organized by the International Peace Acad-
emy, most Security Council members seemed supportive of the main
thrust of the Report. In May, Kofi Annan convened a Security Council
retreat for discussing the policy and operational implications of the ICISS
Report. The Report itself also calls for a declaratory resolution by the
General Assembly affirming the just cause threshold criteria that would
trigger intervention, and the four cautionary principles of right intention,
last resort, proportionality, and reasonable prospects.
If imitation be the sincerest form of flattery, it is interesting that

Ambassador Jayantha Dhanapala, the UN Under-Secretary-General for
Disarmament and a member of the Canberra Commission on the Elimi-
nation of Nuclear Weapons, recently proposed the creation of a new
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commission on the elimination of all weapons of mass destruction, draw-
ing explicitly on the model of ICISS.18

To the extent that our primary goal is to reposition the normative con-
sensus, the Secretary-General is uniquely important to our task. The of-
fice is the custodian of the world conscience and the embodiment of the
international interest like no other. In the 15 February seminar, in his
opening address for the public record, Kofi Annan put the authority of
his office behind the ICISS Report. He described it as an ‘‘extraordinary
and eloquent Report’’, ‘‘a remarkable accomplishment’’, and the ‘‘most
comprehensive and carefully thought out response to date’’ to his chal-
lenge of humanitarian intervention. He said it takes away the last remain-
ing excuses for the international community to sit back and do nothing
when confronted with atrocities again. While there were doubts and hesi-
tations about some of the nuances of the Commission’s Report, and
agreement that many serious hurdles were yet to be overcome, the con-
sensus at the seminar was that if we are going to get any progress on this
vexed and deeply divisive issue, then the Commission’s Report is the way
to go.

Three caveats should be noted about this article. First, it reflects the per-
sonal opinion of the author, and does not necessarily reflect the views of
the United Nations University. Second, it does not even purport to speak
in the name of ICISS: only the consensus Report of the Commission does
that. Third, it has nevertheless benefited enormously from the debates and
discussions with the other members of the Commission, and from the ex-
tensive reading material collected by the research team as background ma-
terial to assist the Commission’s deliberations.
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10

The responsibility to protect:
Assessing the report of the
International Commission on
Intervention and State Sovereignty

Jennifer Welsh, Carolin J. Thielking, and S. Neil MacFarlane

[I]f humanitarian intervention is, indeed, an unacceptable assault on sovereignty,
how should we respond to a Rwanda, to a Srebrenica – to gross and systematic
violations of human rights that affect every precept of our common humanity?
(Kofi Annan)1

The controversial principle of non-intervention is much older than the
United Nations system that enshrines it. Indeed, debates about the extent
and limits of state sovereignty have been an integral part of the evolution
of modern international society since the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648.2
Since 1945, the debate has focused on the alleged incompatibility of two
principles of the United Nations system: sovereign equality and human
rights. The former, enshrined in articles 2(1), 2(4), and 2(7), suggests that
states should enjoy sovereign equality – defined internally as exclusive
jurisdiction within a territory and externally as freedom from outside in-
terference. The latter, identified in the preamble and article 1(3) and ela-
borated in subsequent declarations and conventions, suggests that indi-
vidual rights are inalienable and transcend sovereign frontiers.
Several features of contemporary international relations have sharp-

ened this conflict and provided added impetus to those calling for more
interventionism: the weakness (or complete failure) of state structures in
many conflict-ridden societies, which provides opportunity for criminal
activity, arms proliferation, and terrorism; the increased vulnerability of
civilians in the context of civil conflict; the ‘‘CNN effect’’, in which global
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and instantaneous access to information heightens popular awareness of
human suffering; the strengthening of human rights norms and prolifera-
tion of human rights organizations; the fear of refugee flows; and the
search by Western governments for new forms of political legitimacy
and ‘‘moral authority’’ to replace the ideologically driven agenda of the
Cold War. In short, today’s debate about the legitimacy of intervention
is conducted in a climate of heightened expectations for action.

This permissive context for intervention provided the backdrop for
Kofi Annan, the Secretary-General of the United Nations, to issue a chal-
lenge to the international community to prevent ‘‘another Rwanda’’. At
the General Assembly in 1999, Annan called for a new consensus on the
age-old problem of intervention and a plan of action for responding to
humanitarian tragedies.3 Canada’s response to this call, led by former
minister of foreign affairs, Lloyd Axworthy, was the International Com-
mission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS).

ICISS was announced at the United Nations Millennium Summit in
September 2000 by Canada’s prime minister, Jean Chrétien, and received
funding, thought leadership, and organizational support from the Cana-
dian government.4 In fact, a great deal of the Commission’s language
and concepts reflect the human security agenda that was so prominent a
part of Canadian foreign policy in the 1990s.5 ICISS was modelled on the
1987 Brundtland World Commission on Environment and Development
and had three goals: to promote a comprehensive debate about humani-
tarian intervention; to foster a new political consensus on how to recon-
cile the principles of intervention and state sovereignty; and to translate
that consensus into action. The Commission was co-chaired by Gareth
Evans, a former foreign minister of Australia, and Mohamed Sahnoun, a
senior Algerian diplomat and former special adviser to the United Na-
tions secretary general.6 An advisory board of serving and former foreign
ministers provided a political reference point and follow-up mechanism
for the ICISS recommendations. Eleven regional roundtables and na-
tional consultations, engaging members of the academic community and
civil society, took place around the globe. The consultations were in-
tended to take the issue beyond the confines of Western liberal interna-
tionalism and to ensure a broader consensus on the Commission’s find-
ings. Finally, the work of the Commission received substantial assistance
from a comprehensive programme of research, led by Thomas Weiss,
a professor at the CUNY Graduate Centre, and Don Hubert, a senior
policy adviser in the Peacebuilding and Human Security Division of
Canada’s Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade.7 Ac-
cording to the ICISS final report, the consensus reached by this process
reflects ‘‘the shared views of all Commissioners as to what is politically
achievable in the world as we know it today’’.8
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We begin this chapter with a summary of ICISS principles and prior-
ities and identify its two main contributions to the debate on humanitar-
ian intervention: the conceptual move from a ‘‘right of intervention’’ to a
‘‘responsibility to protect’’; and the creation of a spectrum of action for
the international community – prevention, non-military coercion, military
action, and post-conflict rebuilding. In the second section, we highlight
some of the challenges in implementing the ICISS recommendations
and suggest how the ‘‘responsibility to protect’’ poses problems for
policy-makers. Third, we analyse the operational dimension of the Com-
mission’s findings, particularly those related to mandates and force com-
mand. We conclude with a discussion of the Report’s impact in the wake
of the events of September 11, 2001 and the Iraq war of 2003. Our overall
assessment is that although the ICISS goes a long way to meeting its first
objective, it underestimates the countervailing political forces that will
impede both the achievement of a broad consensus and the realization
of its prescriptive agenda.

Intervention and state sovereignty

The work of ICISS centred around a central question: ‘‘when, if ever, it is
appropriate for states to take coercive – and in particular military –
action, against another state for the purpose of protecting people at risk
in that other state’’.9 Before the terrorist attacks of 9/11, this was one of
the most prominent issues facing international policy-makers. The action
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Kosovo in 1999
was for many the apex of the problem, illustrating the tension between
Western leaders such as Britain’s prime minister, Tony Blair, who in-
sisted that the world had to ‘‘do something’’ in the face of evil acts in Ko-
sovo,10 and representatives of powerful countries such as China, who
condemned the intervention as an illegitimate attempt to force Serbians
and Kosovars to change their government and their political system.11
The ICISS report offers an apparently compelling solution to this

dilemma: the international community should view the relationship
between sovereignty and intervention as complementary rather than con-
tradictory. Reconciliation is achieved by reshaping the very notion of
sovereignty and linking it more closely to the responsibility of states to
their citizens.12 Hence, sovereignty is no longer conceived as undisputed
control over territory, but rather as a conditional right dependent upon
respect for a minimum standard of human rights. In the words of the
ICISS: ‘‘It is acknowledged that sovereignty implies a dual responsibility:
externally – to respect the sovereignty of other states, and internally, to
respect the dignity and basic rights of all the people within the state. In
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international human rights covenants, in UN practice, and in state prac-
tice itself, sovereignty is now understood as embracing this dual responsi-
bility. Sovereignty as responsibility has become the minimum content of
good international citizenship’’.13 For the Commission, it logically fol-
lows that intervention is permissible – and indeed necessary – if it is
aimed at protecting civilians and restoring the effective sovereignty of
states.

Right vs. responsibility

Seen in this way, coercive external engagement inside a state no longer
appears illegitimate. The central conclusion of the ICISS is that sovereign
states have a responsibility to protect their own citizens from avoidable
catastrophe. But, when they are unwilling or unable to do so, that re-
sponsibility must be borne by the broader community of states: ‘‘Where
a population is suffering serious harm, as a result of internal war, insur-
gency, repression or state failure, and the state in question is unwilling
or unable to halt or avert it, the principle of non-intervention yields to
the international responsibility to protect’’.14

The Commission offers several reasons why its formulation, centred
on ‘‘responsibility’’ and ‘‘protection’’, is much more than a clever twist
of words. First, it argues that ‘‘sovereignty as responsibility’’ implies that
state leaders and representatives are accountable for their actions – both
internally to their citizens and externally to the international commu-
nity.15 Second, it insists that the notion of protection shifts the focus to
where it belongs – on the victims of suffering who seek assistance, rather
than on the claims or rights of intervening states.16 Third, the Commis-
sioners believe that the narrow legal concept of intervention fails to con-
sider the importance of prior preventive actions or post-intervention
rebuilding,17 a theme we will address further below. And, lastly, the re-
jection of the term ‘‘humanitarian intervention’’ responds to the concerns
expressed to the Commission by humanitarian organizations, which op-
pose any attempt to militarize the word ‘‘humanitarian’’.18

A spectrum of responsibilities

For some, the evolution in language from ‘‘right’’ to ‘‘responsibility’’ is
the central achievement of the Commission. It should be noted, however,
that the notion of sovereign responsibility is not new – arguments about
conditional sovereignty have been made previously by international rela-
tions scholars.19 Nor is it without its detractors. Commentators such
as Henry Kissinger, Hedley Bull, and Robert Jackson have counselled
against linking domestic conditions to the maintenance of international

COMMISSION ON INTERVENTION AND STATE SOVEREIGNTY 201



order.20 Instead, they argue that states should ‘‘agree to disagree’’ about
the right way to organize their own political systems and respect the
norm of non-intervention as the best way of maintaining stability in the
international system. Many states share this view of international order,
particularly China and Russia, who are both permanent members of the
United Nations Security Council. As Ramesh Thakur argues elsewhere
in this volume, developing countries also emphasize the link between
‘‘sovereignty as responsibility’’ and the ‘‘standard of civilization’’ that fu-
elled policies of neo-colonialism. For much of the post-1945 period, the
developing world has championed the protection offered by the norm
of non-intervention as a means of preventing interference by Western
powers.21
In our view, the more significant contribution of the Commission’s re-

port is its focus on a spectrum of action. According to ICISS, if there is a
responsibility to protect, there is also a responsibility to prevent and to
rebuild. Furthermore, when faced with evidence of human suffering in-
side the domestic jurisdiction of another state, policy makers have a
wider array of choices between inaction and military invasion.
Given the considerable difficulties surrounding the use of force in inter-

national society, the Commissioners give priority to the task of preven-
tion. In a direct challenge to states and international organizations, they
claim that ‘‘it is more than high time for the international community to
be doing more to close the gap between rhetorical support for prevention
and tangible commitment’’.22 The Commission recognizes that the re-
sources devoted to preventive measures are dwarfed by the money allo-
cated to war preparation, war fighting, humanitarian assistance to victims
of violence, and peacekeeping.
The ICISS report does not profess novelty in its recommendations on

prevention. Following the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly
Conflict,23 it distinguishes between two sets of preventive strategies:
those directed at so-called root causes of conflict (development assistance
and support for good governance and human rights); and those targeted
at immediate triggers for violence (good offices and mediation, induce-
ments such as conditional assistance, and punishments such as economic
sanctions or suspension of membership in international organizations).24
It also identifies three conditions for successful prevention: effective early
warning mechanisms; a well-stocked ‘‘preventive toolbox’’ that combines
political, economic, legal, and military measures; and sufficient political
will to act.
Nevertheless, the Commission acknowledges that conflict prevention is

not foolproof. It also concedes that some states have been reluctant to ac-
cept any kind of externally sponsored prevention efforts for fear that in-
ternationalizing the problem will lead inevitably to intervention.25 When
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the situation on the ground develops into full-scale conflict, and civilians
are placed at serious risk, the option of military action must be consid-
ered and evaluated. The ICISS employs a just war framework of six prin-
ciples to guide decision-makers contemplating such action:
� Just cause: military intervention is an exceptional measure, to be
undertaken only in extreme humanitarian emergencies.

� Right intention: the primary motive of the military action must be
humanitarian.

� Last resort: all non-military options must be explored before force is
used.

� Proportional means: the nature of the force used must be proportion-
ate to the humanitarian objective and limited in scale and intensity.

� Reasonable prospects: the operation must have a reasonable chance of
success, and negative consequences of force must not outweigh the con-
sequences of inaction.

� Right authority: military action should be authorized by the United Na-
tions Security Council (but authorization can be found elsewhere if the
Council fails to act).

Finally, ICISS calls upon intervening states to commit to a long-term pro-
cess of rebuilding. The recommended priorities are economic reconstruc-
tion, the establishment of legitimate and effective institutions of gover-
nance, the restoration of public safety, and sustainable development.

Assumptions and controversies

The findings of ICISS rest on a series of assumptions about international
politics and about the behaviour of individuals, states, and international
organizations. It is these assumptions that, upon closer analysis, raise the
greatest challenges for the implementation of the report’s recommenda-
tions.

State responsibility

The first, relatively uncontroversial, assumption is that sovereign states
are still the first port of call in providing for their citizens. Although
countless books and articles published in the late 1980s and 1990s pre-
dicted the end of the nation-state in the face of globalization, the pendu-
lum is swinging back towards recognition of the sovereign state as the
cornerstone of international order. In the words of Canada’s minister of
foreign affairs, Bill Graham, ‘‘it is an effective, functioning State that can
best protect its own citizens. Indeed, it is in the State that the interna-
tional community has vested primary responsibility for the protection of
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humanitarian standards’’.26 The Commission goes even further when it
suggests that ‘‘effective and legitimate states remain the best way to
ensure that the benefits of the internationalization of trade, investment,
technology and communication will be equitably shared’’27. Rather than
decrying the strength of national institutions and practices as impedi-
ments to transnational forces, today we worry about weak and failed
states as the greatest source of international instability.28
But sovereignty is not a static concept. The conditions under which it is

exercised have evolved substantially, especially since the Second World
War. Nor is sovereignty absolute. As the report states: ‘‘The defence of
state sovereignty, by even its strongest supporters, does not include any
claim of the unlimited power of a state to do what it wants to its own peo-
ple’’.29 Put simply, states should no longer be allowed to get away with
murder.

The threshold for intervention

A second and more problematic assumption is that states and interna-
tional organizations can come to agreement on when a sovereign state
has lost the capacity to protect its citizens. Here, there are two sets of
issues.
The first involves determining a clear threshold of atrocities that would

justify the use of military force. In other words, what constitutes an ex-
treme humanitarian emergency? The Commission’s report consciously
excludes situations that some have argued are just cause for intervention:
for example, systematic racial discrimination, repression of political op-
ponents, or overthrow of a democratic regime.30 In the ICISS formula-
tion, a moral defence of intervention can be mounted in two cases only:
where there is a large-scale loss of life – with or without genocidal intent
– that results from deliberate state action or the massive failure of state
structures; and where there is large-scale ethnic cleansing carried out by
killing, rape, torture, or mass expulsion. In both cases, the danger to civil-
ians can be ‘‘actual or apprehended’’.31
The report does not attempt to quantify ‘‘large-scale’’ and suggests that

in most cases there is unlikely to be major disagreement in interpre-
tation.32 It quickly becomes clear, however, that this threshold is riddled
with controversy. In 1999, Kosovo certainly was ‘‘extreme’’ for some in
the international community, though not for others (notably China, In-
dia, and Russia). Chechnya has not crossed the threshold for anyone, de-
spite the fact that the level of abuse of civilians was and is substantially
higher there than it was in Kosovo prior to intervention. Indeed, it is in-
triguing that there is no reference to Chechnya anywhere in the ICISS re-
port.33 Finally, while humanitarian rationale have risen to prominence in
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the aftermath of the war to unseat Saddam Hussein (in light of the failure
to find weapons of mass destruction), the Commissioners are divided
amongst themselves as to whether Iraq met the ICISS criteria for justify-
ing intervention.

The threshold becomes more problematic when ICISS adds the words
‘‘actual or apprehended’’ to its definition. On the one hand, its list of con-
ditions that would trigger a judgement appears sound: actions identified
by the 1948 Genocide convention and Geneva conventions; different
manifestations of ethnic cleansing (including killing, forced removal, and
rape); exposure to mass starvation or civil war; and overwhelming natural
or environmental catastrophes. Yet, on the other hand, it is difficult
to imagine a reliable apprehension of these conditions. In the latter two
cases, accurate intelligence information might foreshadow the humanitar-
ian emergency, but what about genocide, crimes against humanity, or
ethnic cleansing? And who would we trust to provide an objective assess-
ment of their likelihood? As Kosovo demonstrates, actors on the ground
who are desperate for external assistance have a massive stake in how
atrocities are categorized and may be tempted to inflate their representa-
tions so as to secure intervention. They might also be tempted to provoke
the very conditions that are required for intervention.

In most cases the problem is not lack of evidence but rather how it is
assessed. Thus, the Commissioners might have distinguished between the
internal assessment (made within government circles) and the public
assessment (announced at public forums or at press briefings). It is the
latter that carries the most significant consequences for decision-makers.
For example, large-scale loss of life in Rwanda in April 1994 was widely
acknowledged within the ranks of government. However, members of the
Security Council (particularly the United States) were not prepared to
use the word genocide publicly because of the obligations that would
have followed from using the term.34 Similarly, there has been little dis-
pute over whether the threshold for lives lost has been crossed in Chech-
nya; rather, the public statements of major states cannot be separated
from the pursuit of their own national interests or their concern for inter-
national stability.

These kinds of trade-offs – which states frequently make in interna-
tional politics – do not sit easily with the criteria for intervention set out
by ICISS. In place of a linear checklist, policy makers require a more
complex web of considerations that takes account of the interdependent
relationships among various criteria. In the end, assuming the criteria can
be operationalized, the ICISS checklist can only represent necessary, and
not sufficient, conditions for a decision to intervene.35 States will take
into account order, stability, and self-interest even when the facts regard-
ing lack of protection are reasonably clear.
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Another issue with the threshold is the tension between the state’s role
as protector and its role as provider of group and individual rights. In
other words, it may not always be possible to treat the responsibility to
protect in a homogeneous way. What would the international community
do in a situation in which a state attempts to fulfil its responsibility to pro-
tect a majority by targeting a minority that is perceived to be a threat to
society? The campaign by the Russian government against Chechen reb-
els is one such case. Another might be the recent practice in the United
States regarding ‘‘People of Middle Eastern Aspect’’ (PMEAs), including
preventive detention, denial of rights to travel, and deportation without
due process. As September 11 revealed, even Western states see protec-
tion of the community as a whole as requiring some restrictions of the
rights of a visible minority. It is also noteworthy that a large proportion
of the population supports these measures. We elaborate further on this
theme in the conclusion.

Law and morality

As suggested earlier, the Commission assumes it can avoid the conun-
drum surrounding the so-called right of humanitarian intervention36 by
substituting the notions of ‘‘responsibility’’ and ‘‘protection’’. In other
words, it rests its case on a moral rather than a legal foundation.37
There are two challenges to this approach. First, the idea of protection

rests on the broader and fuzzier concept of human security, defined by
the ICISS as ‘‘the securing of people – their physical safety, their eco-
nomic and social well-being, respect for their dignity and worth as human
beings, and the protection of their human rights and fundamental free-
doms’’.38 By broadening security to include such diverse facets, the Com-
mission risks losing focus on what may be the most pressing threats to
security – and therefore the most urgent tasks of protection.
Second, ICISS cannot escape the same normative connotations that it

claims plague the idea of humanitarian intervention. ‘‘Responsibility’’
and ‘‘protection’’, like ‘‘humanitarian’’, have positive evaluative content.
Furthermore, the notion of a responsibility to act – which is related to the
stronger concept of duty – implies that the Commissioners believe inter-
ventions for humanitarian purposes should be undertaken (in extreme
cases). Although this is not the same as saying that states can act (that
is, that they have a legal right to intervene), it does raise the question of
whether morality and law should be more closely aligned. In other words,
the question of right cannot be avoided entirely.
The ‘‘responsibility to protect’’ therefore moves us beyond the state of

play that existed at the time of the Kosovo bombing. Indeed, even Hugo
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Grotius, the first modern Just War theorist, sought to avoid the language
of duty and responsibility in writing about the use of force for humanitar-
ian purposes. Unlike his medieval predecessors, Grotius believed that
war waged on behalf of the oppressed was a right rather than a duty: ‘‘if
danger is evident, it is certain that a man is not so bound, for he may pre-
fer his own life and interests to those of others’’.39 As it is with individu-
als, so it is with states: statesmen are entrusted with the fate of those who
form part of their political community and must do nothing that will jeop-
ardize their well-being and interests. The international morality that Gro-
tius defends ‘‘permits . . . intervention but does not demand it’’.40

The ethical perspective that supports the ICISS position is not explic-
itly outlined in the report. However, the logic resembles the Kantian no-
tion of ‘‘common morality’’, which is discernible by reason rather than by
custom or consent. As Terry Nardin explains, the principles of this Kant-
ian position ‘‘constitute a common moral world in which human beings
have rights not as members of this or that community but as members of
the human community’’. Applied to the particular issue of humanitarian
intervention, the Kantian logic runs like this: human beings, as rational
agents, are owed respect; and respecting other human beings means not
only refraining from interfering with their freedom, but also assisting
them in achieving their ends. As Nardin shows, this ‘‘implies that we
must not allow anyone to be harmed by violence if we can reasonably
prevent it’’.41 But the devil is in the details – particularly in the meaning
of ‘‘reasonably’’. On what basis does the responsibility to protect others
trump the responsibility to one’s own citizens or to one’s soldiers who
would be put in harm’s way?

Effectiveness and legitimacy

Another controversial assumption in the report is that the international
community can agree on an effective and legitimate course of action.
This critique applies to preventive strategies as well as to military action.

1) Prevention

If the Commission’s emphasis on root causes is taken to its logical conclu-
sion, it implies massive economic engagement by states and international
organizations. Securing this level of involvement is hampered by a con-
tinuing controversy over the most effective development strategy. It also
presupposes that states and societies have adequate absorptive capacity
for this kind of assistance and can uphold their end of the bargain.
When states are weak or corrupt, dealing with root causes through devel-
opment assistance – to be effective – might well require the suspension of
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the sovereignty of the state in question.42 Thus, we are left with a para-
dox: efforts to build state capacity and prevent conflict lead to a short-
term erosion of state sovereignty.
A further issue with prevention is that it is difficult to determine wheth-

er and which preventive strategies have been effective because, as two
recent commentators have noted, prevention successes are ‘‘often a non-
event’’.43 A successful effort is often limited in scope (containing a con-
flict) or of very limited duration.
Third, advocates of preventive strategies have minimized the political

nature of both information-gathering and analysis. For example, the
assessment of a brewing conflict by a body such as the United Nations
may differ from that of national intelligence services or critical domestic
constituencies.44 Or, as in the case of Rwanda, opinions may vary on how
to interpret the information gathered. As that instance showed, catego-
rizing a situation as a ‘‘threat to international peace and security’’ or
‘‘genocide’’ is in the end a political decision.
This leads to the final problem with preventive action: its violation

of basic political principles. Prevention requires a level of attention and
a commitment of resources that are difficult to generate in the absence
of a clear crisis or overwhelming domestic pressure. Given competing
demands on limited resources, states will not commit resources unless
clearly perceived interests are at stake. It may well be that comprehen-
sive, root-cause prevention strategies are inconsistent with politics as we
know it in the developed world.

2) Military action

In terms of the ICISS principles for military action, three are particularly
problematic. The first is the requirement of ‘‘right intention’’. As some
commentators on humanitarian intervention (including the Commission)
have noted, it may be counter-productive to insist that interventions have
a purely humanitarian motive. Given the inevitable mix of interests and
values in international relations, we would search forever for such a
pure case. Furthermore, as the Commissioners themselves acknowledge,
‘‘the budgetary cost and risk to personnel involved in any military action
may in fact make it politically imperative for the intervening states to be
able to claim some degree of self-interest’’.45 Their solution is for inter-
vening states to convince their citizenry that ‘‘these days, international
citizenship is a matter of national self-interest’’.46 In our view, however,
this does not take sufficient account of the serious political barriers that
decision-makers face. As suggested above, in democratic political sys-
tems the general population, as well as organized interest groups, pres-
sure their leaders to sacrifice long-term interests for short-term ones.
Constituents also play the ‘‘us vs. them’’ card, and question the legiti-
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macy of placing the welfare of foreigners ahead of domestic priorities.47
Finally, as Nicholas Wheeler explains, the problem with relying on mo-
tive ‘‘is that it takes the intervening state as the referent object for analy-
sis rather than the victims who are rescued as a consequence of the use of
force’’.48 As we saw earlier, this reference point is something ICISS had
explicitly hoped to move away from. A better approach to evaluating the
pros and cons of military action is to concentrate on the prospects for a
humanitarian outcome. As long as the motives and means do not under-
mine that result, then a military intervention may be consistent with the
responsibility to protect (even if it is accompanied by more strategic
rationale).

The second challenge in the ICISS principles for military action is the
notion of ‘‘reasonable prospects of success’’. The action in Kosovo has
raised complications for this criterion because so much of the criticism
levelled at NATO claimed that the situation for individual Kosovars was
made worse by the bombing. One obvious counter to this charge is that
decision-makers cannot know what would have happened in the absence
of action. The Kosovo-inspired debate over consequences reveals a num-
ber of difficulties with measuring success. Take, for example, the time-
frame for measurement. One could argue that in the short run the nega-
tive humanitarian consequences of the Kosovo action (both in Kosovo
itself but also in the rest of Serbia) exceeded the positive ones. In the lon-
ger term, however, the benefits associated with return and autonomy for
the Albanians and political changes in Serbia have to be weighed against
the ethnic cleansing of the Serbs. How do you balance short against long
term? And how do you balance one group against the other? And if you
can’t answer these questions, what does ‘‘reasonable prospect of success’’
mean?

The third problem is with the approach to the question of ‘‘right au-
thority’’. Despite misgivings from some members of the Commission, the
report insists that the UN Security Council is the appropriate body to au-
thorize intervention for human protection purposes. Perhaps the impetus
for the Commission, and the strong influence of Secretary-General
Annan, influenced this conclusion. The Commissioners are well aware of
the objections to such a recommendation: the slowness of Security Coun-
cil decision-making; the under-representation of key regions; and the po-
litical nature of vetoes of the five permanent members. In the wake of the
breakdown in diplomacy within the Council in the lead-up to war in Iraq
in the spring of 2003, these hesitations about the legitimacy and effective-
ness of the Council have become even more pronounced.

On the issue of politicization, the ICISS solution is that the five perma-
nent members of the Security Council should agree not to veto interven-
tions in cases in which their vital interests are not engaged. There are two
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clear objections to this recommendation. First, if a permanent member is
engaged in an act that might occasion intervention, this rule would not
preclude that member’s use of the veto. Cases that come to mind include
Chechnya, Xinjiang, and Tibet. Does the Commission really want to di-
lute the larger norm of the responsibility to protect by sanctioning this
rule of behaviour? Secondly, permanent members have very different
views on what constitutes a vital interest. Examples include China’s use
of the veto on extending peacekeeping operations in Guatemala and
Macedonia because it objected to the decisions of both countries to es-
tablish diplomatic relations with Taiwan, and the threatened use of the
veto by the United States over the continuation of the Bosnian mission
due to concerns about subjecting American peacekeepers to the jurisdic-
tion of the International Criminal Court. The latter example is an impor-
tant reminder that vital interests are not only generated by systemic pres-
sure on states (as realists would argue) but also by domestic politics.
In the end, the report warns that if the Security Council ‘‘fails to dis-

charge its responsibility to protect in conscience-shocking situations cry-
ing out for action, concerned states may not rule out other means to meet
the gravity and urgency of that situation – and that the stature and credi-
bility of the United Nations may suffer thereby’’.49 Aside from the ques-
tion of UN legitimacy, there is a deeper dilemma: claims about the lack
of authorization do not absolve those who have the capability to act
from their moral responsibilities, which is why others who have employed
just war criteria do not include the principle of ‘‘right authority’’.50
In defence of the ICISS, it should be noted that alternative sources of

authority that are more representative could be even slower to act in sit-
uations of supreme humanitarian emergency. Consensus in a body larger
than the Security Council will likely be more difficult and even more
prone to political considerations.

The responsibility to rebuild

Underlying the ICISS recommendations is a final assumption: that states
and international organizations have the capacity to assume the respon-
sibilities outlined in the report. This assumption becomes particularly
problematic when one looks at the last section, the responsibility to re-
build. Inevitably, the question arises: if the international community as-
sumes this responsibility inside a country, how and when should it leave?
The creation of international administrations in former zones of conflict
has become one of the hottest issues in contemporary international rela-
tions.51 In the wake of rebuilding efforts in Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor,
Afghanistan, and now Iraq, doubts are being raised about the ability
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and willingness of states to sustain long-term reconstruction. Moreover,
thorny questions about accountability and democracy have arisen, as the
‘‘subjects’’ of international administrations raise alarm bells about the
erosion of their right of self-determination and a new generation of impe-
rialism.

Before concluding this section, it is worth pointing out the risks of
reading the ICISS framework of ‘‘preventing, responding, and rebuild-
ing’’ as a continuum. It may be that the most effective strategy is one
that simultaneously seeks to prevent, react, and rebuild within a single
conflict zone. Thinking in terms of a clear sequence might stall the devel-
opment of an appropriate mix of policies for dealing with a specific case.
Here, the Commissioners might have paid closer attention to the lessons
learned by those in the development community, who previously con-
ceived of a ‘‘relief-to-development’’ continuum – that is, humanitarian re-
lief while the conflict was raging and development once there was a peace
settlement. Several conflicts (most notably in Angola) were protracted
and settlement processes were frozen – leaving a generation of civilians
to face severe poverty and underdevelopment. Others (such as in Geor-
gia) occurred in small sections of a country that was otherwise at peace.
Analysis of these and other cases led the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme to abandon the notion of sequentiality implicit in its
continuum.

Operational challenges

ICISS takes pains to distinguish military interventions for humanitarian
purposes from traditional warfighting. According to the Commissioners,
the main difference is that the former seeks to protect populations and
the latter aims to defeat or destroy the enemy militarily.52 In practice,
however, the distinction is not so clear-cut. Take the Kosovo bombing
again: it may be that coercing a regime that threatens human security
means attacking the things most valued by the offending regime –
military and industrial infrastructure, for example. Although human pro-
tection operations should achieve quick success, and not damage the
state’s capability to recover economically, the means used and the targets
chosen may evolve as a military campaign progresses. Similarly, while ci-
vilian lives should be spared – especially since the objective of the cam-
paign is humanitarian – the intervening states must accept that any use
of force carries the potential for collateral damage.

There are two other operational issues in the report. The first is the
statement that a ‘‘clear and unambiguous mandate is one of the first and
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most important requirements of an operation to protect’’.53 This recom-
mendation draws heavily on the findings of the UN-sponsored Brahimi
Report on peacekeeping, which stressed the danger to military forces in
the field in the absence of clear instructions and commitment from the
Security Council.54 Although quite sensible, the ICISS statement about
clarity of mandate is difficult to square with its earlier discussion of the
political obstacles to getting any resolution at all within the Council in
some situations.55 There is also tension between the call here for focus
and clarity and the recognition elsewhere of the inevitable ‘‘vagueness
and incrementalism’’ of multilateral efforts.56 Ambiguity is often the
price of consensus.
The second issue, unified command, is one that ICISS is not alone in

grappling with. We have no argument with the claim that ‘‘unity of com-
mand is essential for the successful conduct of operations’’.57 The chal-
lenge, however, is that the major powers have shown little willingness to
put their national forces under the exclusive command of others. The
problem of national contingents taking orders from home rather than
from UN force commanders was chronic in United Nations military oper-
ations in the 1990s, and there is little evidence of improvement in recent
years. Where there is unified command, it tends to be in well-established
alliance military structures (such as NATO) where relationships of trust
and habits of cooperation are strong. Alternatively, tighter command
structures can exist in ‘‘coalitions of the willing’’ led by one state that
contributes the bulk of the resources (such as the Australia-led force in
East Timor). Given these realities, the ICISS call for unified command
implies that interventions for human protection are likely to occur out-
side formal UN frameworks.
The same criticism could be made about the ICISS’s indeterminate

comments on civil–military co-ordination. The commissioners are correct
to highlight its importance58 and to recognise its difficulty.59 Neverthe-
less, they provide no guidance on how to improve coordination or on
what specific obstacles need to be overcome.
There is one area where the ICISS deserves particular praise: its rec-

ommendation that intervening nations establish codes of conduct for the
behaviour of their troops. Accountability mechanisms for external forces
and associated personnel have become increasingly important in the
wake of a variety of scandals (including abuse of civilians and the in-
volvement of foreign troops in narcotics and human trafficking). As the
Commission acknowledges, maintaining the legitimacy of an intervention
for protective purposes is critical. Nothing would delegitimize the enter-
prise more quickly than situations in which civilians are perceived to
need protection from the protectors.
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A new consensus?

In Kofi Annan’s view, the Commission has delivered on its promise of
reconciling the principles of intervention and state sovereignty: ‘‘How to
protect individual lives while maintaining and even strengthening the
sovereignty of States has become clearer with the publication of this re-
port. You are taking away the last excuses of the international commu-
nity for doing nothing when doing something can save lives. I can offer
no higher praise’’.60 The real test, of course, is whether the ICISS can
meet the Secretary-General’s objective of providing practical guidelines
for policy makers charged with responding to conscience-shocking situa-
tions around the globe.

The aftermath of 9/11

As the Commission was completing its analysis and drafting its recom-
mendations, the world’s attention was captured by the horrific attacks
on New York and Washington on September 11, 2001. Undoubtedly,
those events and their aftermath have affected the pace of the response
to the ICISS findings – especially the energy and focus of the Secretary-
General. In the foreword to the report, the Commission was also forced
to distinguish the kind of military action it was analysing (military action
in another state for human protection purposes) from the war in Afghan-
istan (an act of self-defence designed to respond to terrorist attacks in
one’s own state).

On one reading, September 11 appears to reverse some of the gains of
the Commission. In the course of waging war on terrorism, the powers of
sovereign states within their jurisdictions have been increased. Further-
more, states that were previously subject to international criticism for in-
ternal repression have skilfully deflected attention by labelling their ac-
tions as ‘‘counter-terrorist’’. As John Lewis Gaddis recently put it, in the
world after September 11, justice has taken a back seat to concerns about
order and security.61 Before September 11, Western states by and large
rejected Russia’s branding of its war in Chechnya as a counter-terrorist
operation. Russia’s rapid closing of ranks with the United States in the
struggle against Al-Qaeda, however, quickly resulted in a marked dimi-
nution in official criticism from Western states. China likewise has sought
to deploy the discourse of anti-terrorism to deflect criticism of its cam-
paign of repression in Xinjiang. And Israel has effectively associated its
campaign against Palestinian groups in the Occupied Territories with the
global campaign against terror. There is, however, an alternative reading
that suggests a greater relevance for the ICISS and its view of sover-
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eignty in a post-September 11 world. We see three main areas where the
‘‘responsibility to protect’’ is linked to the larger war on terrorism.
The first is the Commission’s observation that instability within or col-

lapse of a state anywhere in the world can have implications that reach
far wider than that particular region. This is true not only for collapsed
states such as Somalia or Afghanistan, but also for a country like Paki-
stan, which has had to accept the ‘‘assistance’’ of outside powers that
have a stake in its ability to control rebel and terrorist forces. Second,
the ICISS focus on the ‘‘responsibility to rebuild’’ and ‘‘responsibility to
prevent’’ has contributed to discussions about the importance of long-
term reconstruction efforts for Afghanistan – the first state target in
the US war on terror. This position has been pushed strongly by the
Secretary-General: ‘‘We are confronting these questions right now in Af-
ghanistan, where we are desperately trying to ensure that the interna-
tional community stays engaged. Prevention, in the case of Afghanistan
today, means ensuring that security is provided throughout the country,
and not just in Kabul. Otherwise we risk a return to violence and con-
flict’’.62 It is almost two years since Annan made these remarks, and se-
curity remains elusive for large sections of the Afghan population. While
NATO has been applauded for its decision in the summer of 2003 to take
charge of the stabilization forces in Afghanistan (its first mission of this
kind outside of Europe), concerns continue to be expressed about the
lack of a robust security presence outside the country’s capitol.
The final link between ‘‘the responsibility to protect’’ and the events of

September 11 relates to the treatment of foreign residents and refugees.
As one scholar aptly put it: ‘‘A shiver ran down the spine of many people
in the West on September 11. The world they looked out upon now
seemed a much less secure and much more uncertain place. This changed
world provided the rationale for new measures of exclusion and control
on refugees, asylum seekers and, in some cases, foreign residents gener-
ally’’.63 In the United States, the new USA PATRIOT Act allows the
government to detain aliens without charge for seven days. Members of
identified terrorist organizations (that is, organizations on the Justice De-
partment list) can be deported or barred from entering the country with-
out judicial review. In Britain, the Anti-Terrorism Crime and Security Act
allows the Secretary of State to reject asylum claims of people deemed to
be a threat to national security, broadens the state’s authority to detain
suspected terrorists, and curtails appeals by asylum seekers. In Canada,
the government’s recent Anti-Terrorism Act creates new detention pla-
ces for foreigners suspected of terrorist activities, provides tighter screen-
ing systems to ensure that those involved with terrorist groups do not
enter asylum systems, and allocates more resources to deportation. We
would argue that asylum is a quintessential recognition of the responsibil-
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ity to protect. Yet, the state’s responsibility to protect its own citizens has
caused many of them to limit this fundamental right for others. The de-
fenders of Western governments frequently argue that such ‘‘targeted’’
measures do not threaten ‘‘legitimate’’ asylum seekers. But is that target-
ing always accurate? If not, then the effort to protect implies the violation
of the right of others to protection.

Progress within the United Nations

As part of their strategy for implementing the ICISS report, the Commis-
sioners envisaged a series of initiatives within the United Nations: a Gen-
eral Assembly resolution embodying the basic framework of the ‘‘respon-
sibility to protect’’; Security Council guidelines for responding to military
interventions with a humanitarian purpose and Security Council agree-
ment to suspend use of the veto in such situations; and leadership by the
Secretary-General to advance the report’s findings.64 To date, only the
final area has seen significant activity.

Within the UN General Assembly, hopes had been raised that there
might be a declaration affirming the ICISS approach and principles –
akin to the 1970 Declaration on Friendly Relations among States – which
could serve as a normative framework for changed behaviour on the part
of states and international organizations. But, despite positive responses
to the report, there has yet to be any significant work on a substantive
resolution. As one official within Canada’s Department of Foreign Af-
fairs told us, the general consensus in the General Assembly is that the
Commission recommendations constitute a multi-year agenda.

For its part, the Security Council devoted two days at its retreat in
May 2002 to discussing the ICISS findings. While the Secretary General
claimed that the report was received favourably, the concrete results of
the meeting were more mixed. According to the British and French
ambassadors, there was widespread opinion in the meeting that if new
situations emerged – for example, in Burundi or the Congo – the five per-
manent members and broader Council would lack the political will to de-
liver troops and would restrict themselves to condemnatory resolutions.
In the case of the Congo, this prediction proved too pessimistic: western
states have mobilized to supply military forces to this troubled region
through the organizational umbrella of the European Union. Nonethe-
less, there remains very little appetite in the Security Council to commit
to principles in advance that would force its hand. Similarly, while some
suggest that the ICISS report has made use of the veto more difficult, the
Russians have continually resisted any idea of restraint in their veto
power.65 Most troubling of all is the Security Council member that has
not engaged substantially in discussions about the ICISS recommenda-
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tions: the United States. Clearly, its energies have been focused else-
where, most notably on Iraq.
By the autumn of 2002, as the pressure for war against Saddam Hus-

sein mounted, the proponents of ICISS had conceded that any formal
kind of codification – whether a legally binding convention or amend-
ment to the UN Charter – were both unlikely and unwise in the current
international climate. Instead of pushing for the issue to be placed on the
UN agenda, the Canadian government changed its tactics and attempted
to gain support for the ICISS recommendations on a regional basis, par-
ticularly in Africa and Asia. In the former case, the inclusion by the Afri-
can Union and the Southern African Development Community (SADC)
in their organizational charters of explicit provisions for intervention to
curb genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity is potentially
very significant.

The war in Iraq

In the summer of 2003, following the end of the military phase of the US-
led war in Iraq, Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chrétien once again took
up the cause of the ‘‘Responsibility to Protect’’ – this time at the Progres-
sive Governance Summit hosted by Tony Blair in London. But even at
this gathering of left-of-centre government leaders – an audience usually
amenable to discussions about humanitarian intervention – very little
progress was made in moving the debate forward. Developing countries
continued to express reservations about the international community by-
passing the UN system in authorizing the use of force – a fear that has
particular resonance in the aftermath of the Iraq war. Similarly, the Ger-
mans expressed concern that the ICISS concept of the responsibility to
protect would be twisted to provide an ex post facto justification for the
campaign to unseat Saddam Hussein (a campaign that the German gov-
ernment consistently opposed). In reality, both of these fears are exag-
gerated: the Commission report clearly reiterates the importance of UN
authorization and restricts the scope for intervention to situations of
large-scale loss of life or ethnic cleansing.66 Nonetheless, the reluctance
to embrace the ICISS framework for intervention is symptomatic of the
deep divisions that have been created within international society by the
Iraq crisis. Even within liberal and left-leaning circles, where a consensus
had developed during the 1990s about the principles that should under-
pin a progressive foreign policy, there is now ‘‘open warfare’’ about
whether the ICISS criteria of just cause, right intention, and last resort
were fulfilled in the case of Iraq. For some, such as former British For-
eign Officer adviser David Clark, the Faustian bargain between liberal
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proponents of war in Iraq and US neo-conservatives threatens to dis-
credit the concept of humanitarian intervention altogether.67

Conclusion

While the Commission made a concerted effort to take account of diverse
geographical perspectives, the debate over its recommendations is still
largely an internal one – within the liberal internationalist community.
Despite the claim of its two co-chairs that sovereignty as responsibility is
‘‘sufficiently accepted in practice to be regarded as a de facto emerging
norm’’,68 this concept has yet to find its way into the diplomatic vocabu-
lary of the actor identified by ICISS as the appropriate body to authorize
intervention for human protection purposes – namely, the United Na-
tions. Ultimately, the significance of the ICISS report lies more in the
realm of advocacy than analysis. Its treatment of a broad range of issues
related to the responsibility to protect (prevention, criteria for interven-
tion, mandates, command, rebuilding) reflects international politics as the
Commissioners think it should be rather than as it is. ICISS does not fully
recognize that international politics remains a web of contending norma-
tive principles and contingent political interests. Taking the desirability
of protection as given, what we need now is a better sense of how to get
from where we are to where we want to be.
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11

The responsibility to protect:
Humanitarian intervention and
the principle of non-intervention
in the Americas

Jorge Heine

Since the end of the Cold War, internal conflicts – in many cases plain
and simple civil wars – have erupted, increased, or multiplied all over the
planet. From Colombia to Kosovo, from Rwanda to East Timor, some
seventy such conflicts have shaken the world. In the absence of the bipo-
lar structure that provided a semblance of order for the international sys-
tem post-World War Two, and that forced countries to choose sides be-
tween East and West, the newly emerging – largely unipolar – system has
‘‘liberated’’ many ethnic and religious tensions that had been submerged
under the ideological mantle of the conflict between capitalism and so-
cialism. The result has been a veritable frenzy of tribal wars, ‘‘ethnic
cleansing’’, and genocidal massacres that can be compared to some of
the worst war crimes of the twentieth century. Scientific and technologi-
cal progress has made it possible for humankind to make a quantum leap
into what has been called the Third Industrial Revolution (largely be-
cause of breakthroughs in the areas of IT and telecommunications),
which has the potential to improve radically the standard of living of
most people on Earth. At the same time, though, we seem to have re-
gressed to forms of human cruelty that would seem to belong to the Mid-
dle Ages or earlier – such as the systematic amputation of limbs of inno-
cent civilians in Sierra Leone.1

While widespread, these human rights violations have also become
much more visible to the rest of the world – through CNN, among other
media – thus making people much more aware of the suffering that is

221



being inflicted on their fellow human beings. The plight of the 25 to 30
million Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) because of various types of
conflicts worldwide is thus watched, not just on the evening news, but
around the clock by people all around the globe. Not surprisingly, human
rights law and humanitarian law have become perhaps the fastest grow-
ing area in international law. The European and the Inter-American Hu-
man Rights systems, though not without their limitations, are perhaps the
most elaborate expressions of these advances in international justice,
with formal courts and commissions that routinely look into matters that
only a few decades ago would have been considered strictly domestic af-
fairs. The Special Tribunal for War Crimes in the former Yugoslavia and
the one for Rwanda are good examples of the unwillingness of the inter-
national community to tolerate massive human rights violations and/or
let the main perpetrators of such violations get away with it.
The arrest of General Pinochet in London in October 1998 was an-

other landmark event in customary human rights law: for the first time a
former head of state was arrested abroad for human rights violations
committed in his own country. And although he was eventually allowed
to return to Chile after having been detained in England for 16 months,
it was his arrest abroad that opened the doors for a full-scale trial for
murder and kidnapping in Chile, leading to the lifting of his parliamen-
tary immunity, indictment, and eventual sentencing.2 A key (albeit un-
successful) element in the defence of General Pinochet, both by his own
lawyers and by the Chilean government, was that of sovereignty and of
sovereign immunity. Yet, the degree of scepticism with which this was
treated, both by the British courts and international public opinion, was
revealing of the remarkable shift we have seen over the past few decades
on matters related to sovereignty. No longer can the latter be invoked
as a shield behind which the perpetrators of human rights violations
can hide with impunity. And there is, of course, a cascading effect. The
arrest of General Augusto Pinochet, a former head of state, in London
in October 1998, was followed in May 1999 by the indictment of Presi-
dent Slobodan Milosevic, the then head of state of former Yugoslavia,
by the Special Tribunal for War Crimes in the former Yugoslavia in The
Hague, and his subsequent arrest and imprisonment in Belgrade in April
2001.
There is, then, a problem. On the one hand, a veritable flood of inter-

nal conflicts in many countries around the world (including, of course,
Europe, which many thought would have been immune from these types
of troubles) in which human rights violations are not just a by-product of
the fighting, but a key tool for terrorizing target populations and for pub-
licizing the various parties’ capacity to inflict damage on each other. And
the extent to which it is civilians that are increasingly the victims becomes
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evident when we realize that whereas civilians constituted only 10 per
cent of all casualties in World War I and half of all casualties in World
War II, this figure reached 75 per cent in the largely internal conflicts of
the 1990s. There are, then, many more ‘‘innocent bystander’’ victims in
today’s conflicts, and their plight is much more apparent and obvious to
the rest of the world. The international community will simply no longer
stand idly by while such atrocities take place. The 1999 NATO bombing
of Kosovo, which marked a real turning point in this matter, can largely
be explained because of the enormous pressure being exercised by West-
ern public opinion, which would not stand for ‘‘another Bosnia’’.3

Yet, such actions fly in the face of national sovereignty, the very bed-
rock of the international state system ever since the Treaty of Westphalia
in 1648. The Westphalian meaning of sovereignty entails essentially non-
interference by states in the internal affairs of other states. Despite the
United Nations Charter of Human Rights and international conventions
on crimes such as genocide and torture, it was not until the last quarter
of the twentieth century that the notion of human rights violations as
‘‘crimes beyond borders’’ became more or less established – among other
things, because of the activities of NGOs such as Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch.4

The tension between the need to intervene to protect human lives
and the sovereign right of a nation state to handle its internal affairs
as it sees fit is thus evident. The very United Nations system is based on
sovereignty – it is predicated on the existence of sovereign member
states. New members can only join the United Nations once they have
become independent – that is, when they too have become sovereign
states. Once universal international organizations (like the UN), or re-
gional ones (like the Organization of American States), or even individ-
ual states, start deciding on their own when the sovereignty of another
state should be respected and when not, the very foundation of the inter-
national system is endangered, and the elaborate international legal
framework – the ius gentium – that guides state behaviour may collapse,
or so it is argued.

As should be apparent from the preceding discussion, there is possibly
no single more vital and urgent international legal issue facing us than
the one that, for want of a better term, has come to be known as human-
itarian intervention. In fact, at the Millennium Assembly of the United
Nations in September 2000, the Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, put it
before the heads of state and government that met in New York, as a
key challenge for the United Nations and the international community
in years to come.5 As he put it, ‘‘if humanitarian intervention is, indeed,
an unacceptable assault on sovereignty, how should we respond to a
Rwanda, to a Srebrenica – to gross and systematic violations of human
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rights that offend every precept of our common humanity?’’ After which
he went on to argue,

But surely no legal principle – not even sovereignty – can ever shield crimes
against humanity. Where such crimes occur and peaceful attempts to halt them
have been exhausted, the Security Council has a moral duty to act on behalf of
the international community. The fact that we cannot protect people everywhere
is no reason for doing nothing when we can. Armed intervention must always re-
main the option of last resort, but in the face of mass murder, it is an option that
cannot be relinquished.

To draw out the appropriate lessons from Kosovo (which, as already
mentioned, has been a key turning point in the debate on humanitarian
intervention) and as a result of a Swedish initiative, the International
Commission on Kosovo met through 1999 and 2000, delivering its report
to the United Nations Secretary-General in November 2000.6
On the other hand, the International Commission on Intervention and

State Sovereignty, a Canadian-led initiative designed to respond to the
challenge issued by Secretary-General Annan has also submitted its re-
port. Its purpose was ‘‘to build a broader understanding of the problem
of reconciling intervention and sovereignty and to foster global political
consensus on how to move from polemics, and often paralysis, towards
action within the international system, particularly through the United
Nations’’,7 and it did its work through round tables held around the
world, and independently commissioned research. Aimed at reconceptu-
alizing the debate on the issue, somewhat along the lines the Brundtland
Commission followed in the 1980s with the notions of development and
environmental sustainability, it set out to recast the terms of debate
from an alleged (and highly controversial) ‘‘right to intervene’’, to a ‘‘re-
sponsibility to protect’’.
The purpose of this paper is to provide a conceptual discussion of the

issue, as well as an assessment of extant perspectives on the subject in
Latin America, where it has had a much lower profile than in Europe,
Africa, or Asia, and where the debate is therefore still very much in its
infancy.

The nature of the problem

The polarization and passion that the issue has triggered can be ascer-
tained from the fact that no agreement exists even on the very term to
be used for it. While Humanitarian Intervention (HI) is the most wide-
spread expression, it evokes strong reservations, if not outright resis-
tance, and it is symptomatic that the ICISS decided not to use it.
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By joining two seemingly disjointed terms – one associated with benev-
olent assistance and the other with the use of (often illegal) military force
across international borders – HI runs the risk of sounding like an out-
right oxymoron. Needless to say, resistance to the use of the term is espe-
cially strong among those who oppose what it entails – among which the
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) has taken a very vocal lead, with three
resolutions of the G-77 condemning the very notion of HI. Many human
rights activists have historically been strongly opposed to military inter-
vention, no matter what its objectives. ‘‘Intervention for humanitarian
purposes’’, ‘‘intervention for humanitarian action’’, ‘‘intervention for
humanitarian assistance’’ are some of the alternatives that have been
suggested.

There is, no doubt, something jarring about the term HI, and one can
fully understand the reservations many people have about it. In a way,
it seems almost designed to cleanse the notion of ‘‘intervention’’ of its
rather unsavoury connotation and history and give it a new lease on life,
as it were. Yet, new realities demand new concepts and new analytical
tools to examine and act on them. In a sense, precisely because the term
HI evokes such strong reactions, it is especially apposite to describe this
new phenomenon of the post-Cold War world. There is an edge to it, a
provocation that gets people thinking. The seeming contradiction in
terms embodied by the notion of humanitarian intervention captures
nicely the policy and political dilemmas the issue puts squarely on the ta-
ble. None of the more elaborate and less concise formulations does so, at
least not to the same degree.

What exactly is the nature of the dilemma we are confronting? On the
one hand, the ethical imperative makes it very difficult, if not outright im-
possible, for the international community to stand idly by while thou-
sands or even hundreds of thousands of innocent lives are brought to an
end; we are, after all, part of a common humanity. On the other hand,
elaborate international institutions have been created, anchored on prin-
ciples such as national sovereignty, the peaceful resolution of controver-
sies, and the non-intervention in the internal affairs of states. In fact,
many of the developments in international human rights law and interna-
tional humanitarian law over the past few decades have emerged as a re-
sult of efforts to somehow make the defence of these rights compatible
with the latter principles.

In strictly abstract terms, then, the essence of the problem boils down
to one of ‘‘humanity versus institutionality’’. If so put, the choice is obvi-
ous; yet, in descending from the lofty heights of ethics and morality in
general terms to the concrete policy choices to be made by statesmen
and diplomats in often highly ambiguous specific situations, answers be-
come less clear cut. To put it succinctly, there would seem to be a gap be-
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tween the needs that exist wherever and whenever massive and system-
atic human rights violations take place and the modalities available to
the international community to deal with the situation.
On the one hand, there is Article 2 of the United Nations Charter,

which establishes the sovereign equality of all member states and that
they all shall refrain from the threat or use of force against the territorial
integrity or political independence of any state, as well as that ‘‘nothing
contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United Nations to in-
tervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction
of any state’’, while also stating that ‘‘this principle shall not prejudice
the application of enforcement measures under Chapter VII’’. On the
other, the latter measures need to be approved by the Security Council.
To ask for the authorization of the government of the affected state –

as was done for example (successfully) of the Indonesian government in
the case of East Timor in 1999, about which more is mentioned below – is
often beside the point. In many situations, it is the very government that
is behind these human rights violations, as was the case in Kosovo. In
such circumstances, any intervention, by definition, would have to be
against the will of the government. A somewhat different situation ob-
tains in the case of failed or disintegrated states – such as Somalia or
Sierra Leone – in which there is no authority with effective control over
the national territory, and roving bands do as they please, a case in which
the rationale for HI is even stronger.
If a state fails to fulfil one of its primordial duties, that is, to protect the

human rights of its citizens, and in fact, may be the main agent behind
those very violations, it would lose the right to hide behind national sov-
ereignty to continue to commit those very atrocities. At the same time, as
will be seen below, these violations must be massive and systematic. Iso-
lated, trivial, or occasional human rights violations would not qualify for
HI.
On the other hand, under whose authority would HI take place? And

this leads us directly to the heart of the matter. For the international
community to act – that is, send troops that would put an end to the
genocide or other atrocities being committed – it needs authorization
from the United Nations Security Council. There are a number of cases
in the recent past where this authorization to prevent further bloodshed
in highly conflictual situations came forth relatively quickly: the cases of
Haiti in 1994 and East Timor in 1999 come to mind, with both having
what could be considered a successful outcome. In the case of Rwanda –
where the genocide of half a million Tutsis in 1994 in the face of constant
procrastination by the United Nations, the Security Council, and the main
powers, has come to embody the very worst type of abuse HI is designed
to prevent – simple inaction proved fatal (as United Nations Secretary-
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General Kofi Annan put it, ‘‘the genocide in Rwanda will define for our
generation the consequences of inaction in the face of mass murder’’).
But the real problem emerges when, in the face of a quickly deteriorating
situation of human rights violations in a given country, authorization to
intervene is not forthcoming because of opposition within the Security
Council. That, of course, is exactly what happened in Kosovo, where
both Russia and China opposed the use of force to end the human rights
violations in that province by the government of Yugoslavia. In the end,
NATO acted on its own, thus giving an added impetus to HI as a policy
tool, albeit making it even more controversial.

The key question thus revolves around the commitment of the Security
Council to put an end to massive human rights violations wherever they
occur. And that commitment is not obvious. As a Presidential Statement
issued by the Council put it,

The Council emphasizes the need fully to respect and implement the principles
and provisions of the Charter . . . and norms of international law . . . It affirms its
commitment to the principles of political independence, sovereign equality and
territorial integrity of the States. The Council also [my emphasis] affirms the
need for respect for human rights and the rule of law. It will give special attention
to the humanitarian consequences of armed conflicts. The Council recognizes the
importance of building a culture of prevention.8

This text reflects in many ways the ambiguities and tensions inherent in
HI, and the many questions it raises. In fact, a standard critique of treat-
ments of the issue is that they are much better at raising questions than at
providing the tough answers many observers feel the matter deserves at
this point.

In this context, and before moving on to a more detailed discussion of
the very thorny legal and political issues raised by HI, one critical objec-
tion to it needs to be confronted. This is the one of selectivity, or, as it
has been summarized so aptly, ‘‘If Kosovo, why not Chechnya?’’ Behind
this question lies the obvious perception in some quarters, mainly in the
South, to which we will return, that HI is largely an instrument of the big
powers, to be used for their own ends – in other words just another ex-
pression of neo-colonialism. As President Abdelaziz Bouteflika of Alge-
ria has put it, ‘‘Sovereignty is the last defense in an unequal world’’.

As appealing as this view may be in many quarters, and as useful as it
may be to dismiss the whole notion of HI as just another plot of the big
powers, conniving once again to gain advantage of developing nations, it
does not hold up under close analysis. In the first place, two of the P-5
(i.e. the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council)
– that is Russia and China, which are certainly among the big powers in
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today’s world – have been adamantly opposed to any version of HI that
does not go through all the formalities of Security Council approval.
And, despite Kosovo, the United States itself has by no means been on
the forefront of the HI debate, with many observers having the distinct
impression that the last thing the United States government wants or
needs is another set of rules for multilateral action that would stand in
the way of US unilateral initiatives. In fact, it has been the Northern Eu-
ropean countries, with a long tradition of international humanitarian in-
volvement, and countries such as Canada, Australia, and New Zealand
that have been especially active in the development of the theory and
practice of HI (especially valuable doctrinal and conceptual work has
been done in countries such as Denmark and the Netherlands, which
few would categorize among today’s big powers).
In fact, it could be argued that HI, rather than being a tool of the big

powers (at least one of which in today’s world can act unilaterally with-
out any recourse to the protective umbrella of international law), should
be categorized as an instrument of ‘‘soft power’’, allowing smaller coun-
tries, which have traditionally relied on multilateral organizations and the
rule of the law of nations to achieve their objectives, to stand up for cer-
tain humanitarian values.
Moreover, the fact that you cannot intervene everywhere does not

mean you cannot intervene anywhere. An obvious requirement for HI is
that, as a result of it, more good than harm is created – which would
hardly be the case if, say, NATO bombers were to be dispatched to
bomb Moscow to stop the fighting in Chechnya.

The evolving debate on humanitarian intervention

The very different perspectives extant on the issue are well reflected
in the following summary of the United Nations General Assembly 1999
debate:

On the notion of humanitarian intervention, there were those speakers who ob-
served that respect for human rights has become more important than the sover-
eignty of States. Against this background, it was argued that the international
community should intervene in the face of gross and systematic violations of hu-
man rights, with or without prior approval of the United Nations, particularly the
Security Council. Other Member States expressed the view that the new notion of
humanitarian intervention has the potential for destroying the Charter, under-
mining the sovereignty of States and overthrowing legitimate governments. They
stressed that the protection of human rights is an obligation incumbent upon all
governments within the context of the exercise of their sovereignty and constitu-
tional order. Still, other delegations, recalling the spirit of the Charter of the
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world body, emphasized that nations could not intervene in the internal affairs of
others without a specific Security Council mandate. They observed that any mas-
sive violations of human rights leading to humanitarian emergencies required the
coordinated action of the international community through the United Nations,
and not by a fiat of unilateral action and creation of faits accomplis that would
set bad precedents.9

It is against this background of polarized opinion that we must set the
evolving debate in international law on HI. As Nicholas Wheeler has ob-
served, through its action in Kosovo, NATO set a very important doc-
trinal challenge to the non-intervention rule in international law.10 It did
not argue that it ought to be jettisoned – just that it ought to be modified.
The notion emerged that Kosovo would open the floodgates to all sorts
of interventions, yet that has not been the case. Nonetheless, the point is
not so much to discuss the merits or demerits of the action taken in Ko-
sovo (or, later that year, in East Timor), but to develop a framework for
thinking how a particular case fulfils the HI requirements.

A first premise of the discussion is that the problem only arises if there
is opposition to take concerted action by the international community
within the Security Council – in other words if there are not nine votes
(including the concurring votes of the five permanent members) out of
the fifteen member states that form the Council. Under such circum-
stances, what is to be done?

A standard response has been to develop a set of guidelines that would
allow the international community to establish whether HI is warranted
or not. Some have argued that it would be impossible to come up with
legally binding guidelines (for which an obvious question would be
‘‘binding to whom?’’) and the most one can do is to develop some mor-
ally binding ones. The difficulties of reconciling international opinion and
that of the people directly affected by interventions were highlighted by
the invasion of Cambodia by Vietnam in 1978, arguably not necessarily
of a humanitarian nature. Although condemned by the United Nations
Security Council and the General Assembly, it was welcomed by the
Cambodians, who were thus able to free themselves of the dictatorial
and bloody rule of Pol Pot.

In this context, some of the guidelines that have emerged for deciding
whether HI should take place or not are the following:
� That there should be a clear pattern of massive and systematic human
rights violations. The murder of several thousand Tutsis in Rwanda in
April 1994 would certainly qualify under this heading. The potential
danger to US citizens of a tense political situation (an argument used
by the United States in the 1965 invasion of the Dominican Republic,
and then again in Grenada in 1983) would not.
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� A second condition would seem to be there be some regional support
for HI. If it is only extraregional powers that see a dangerous situation,
there may be something wrong with their perceptions, or so the reason-
ing goes.

� A third condition is what we might call the proportionality rule: that
the force to be used be proportionate to the problem at hand. Accord-
ing to some views, the massive bombing of Yugoslavia was somewhat
out of sync with the human rights violations of the Albanian Kosovars.

� Finally, as already mentioned, it is important that HI causes more good
than harm. The overall effects of intervention have to be assessed be-
fore deploying any troops. In the opinion of some observers, Somalia
before HI was split into three or four parts; after US troops left, it was
split into 100 pieces.
In this context, the question of thresholds becomes significant. For

some, the more specific one can get, the better. The scope and intensity
of the humanitarian crisis at hand is thus a vital reference point; pros-
pects for early domestic resolution would lead to withholding any HI de-
cisions. Another key element would be what we might call ‘‘the spillover
factor’’, in other words, the degree to which the situation can spread to
neighbouring countries, which would point towards accelerating inter-
vention.
For others, getting too specific in these matters can end up being coun-

terproductive. According to this view, the establishment of certain crite-
ria can be of help, but should never be the sole determining factor, in a
situation in which ambiguity is of the essence. By creating, say, a situa-
tion in which one of four or five criteria is not met, a party to a conflict
may want to inoculate itself against the possibility of HI, but otherwise
feel free to act in a highly inhumane fashion. International politics, like
domestic politics, is ultimately a dynamic process based on strategic inter-
action, and no static listing of circumstances can fully account for it, and
even less so manage to avoid undesirable outcomes on the basis of crite-
ria such as these.
Having identified these criteria for HI, the next question is who would

actually be the agent to take action. Several possibilities come to mind:
� The United Nations itself. This, of course, can only happen if the Secu-
rity Council has given the go-ahead for any such operation.

� Regional organizations like the Organization of American States
(OAS), the Organization of African States (OAU), or other such
bodies.

� An alliance of several countries, as was done by Australia, Thailand,
and other countries in East Timor.

� A single state.
For a time the prevailing notion was that regional organizations and re-
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gional powers were somehow better suited to such operations than uni-
versal organizations (like the United Nations) or extraregional powers.
Yet, that may or may not be the case. For one, such action may open
the doors to ‘‘regional bullies’’; in addition, regional organization may
simply not have the resources (and here we are referring to political as
much as to material resources) to deal with such complex situations as
those calling for HI. Key criteria in this regard are effectiveness, military
suitability, and speed with which action can be undertaken. On the other
hand, the United Nations may well be overburdened with demands for its
presence in crisis situations, and some delegation of authority to regional
bodies or coalitions to deal with them may be the only way to cope.

Latin American perspectives on HI

Yet, while the debate on HI gets more and more polarized both in inter-
national fora and in the pages of international law journals, Latin Amer-
ica, despite a distinguished tradition of significant contributions to many
areas of international law, is perhaps the one region in the world which
has shown the least interest in the matter.11 While it is difficult to pin-
point a single reason for this, I would like to put forward at least four.

One of them is the historical pattern of US interventionism in Latin
America since the days of ‘‘dollar diplomacy’’. This, of course, led to the
development of a highly elaborate doctrine of non-intervention. The re-
spect for national sovereignty and that of the juridical equality of states
became key principles in the region, later established as such in the char-
ter of Organization of American States, albeit often honoured more in
the breach than in its observance. Upon hearing the word intervention,
Latin Americans automatically think of ‘‘gunboat diplomacy’’, and the
repeated invasions of Cuba, Puerto Rico, Haiti, and the Dominican Re-
public, as well as of US intelligence actions to destabilize the govern-
ments of Joao Goulart in Brazil and of Salvador Allende in Chile, rather
than of humanitarian actions on behalf of the Albanian Kosovars or the
East Timorese. This necessarily clouds their view of the issue.

The fact is that, more than most regions in the world, Latin America
has formalized a rather elaborate set of doctrines, treaties, and protocols
designed precisely to avoid interventions of one sort or another, which
does not mean it has always succeeded in doing so. The Drago doctrine
rejected the coercive collection of debts by foreign powers, and the Es-
trada doctrine opposed the practice of ‘‘recognizing’’ new governments
as a manifest violation of national sovereignty.12

Hemispheric security, built on the OAS Charter, the Inter-American
Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance and the Inter-American Treaty for
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Peaceful Conflict Resolution, was based on the notion of collective secu-
rity, that is, ‘‘all against the aggressor’’.
Secondly, over the past two decades or so, a rather complex and

sophisticated set of legal instruments to deal with human rights viola-
tions in the region has emerged, leading to what has been called the
Inter-American Human Rights System. This included the Inter-American
Human Rights Court and the Inter-American Human Rights Institute
(both based in San José, Costa Rica) and the OAS Human Rights Com-
mission (headquartered in Washington, DC), a body which has raised its
profile quite highly since the mid-seventies. Anchored in the Pact of San
José (signed in 1969, but which only came into effect in 1979, after being
ratified by the requisite number of states) this system of human rights
protection, though not without loopholes and difficulties, has made some
progress in eroding old-fashioned notions of national sovereignty in the
region.
If the idea of HI (or ‘‘the responsibility to protect’’, as the ICISS put it)

is to find some favour within the Latin American community of nations,
something that still remains to be seen. One likely place for it to be
‘‘nested’’, or embedded, at least in its monitoring if not the decision-
making dimension, would be within the Inter-American Human Rights
System, where early warning and other such capabilities to prevent mas-
sive loss of life could be installed.
On the other hand, after the almost universal return of democracy to

the Hemisphere by 1990, considerable progress in formalizing the re-
gion’s commitment to democratic rule has also been made. This was rati-
fied at the OAS Assembly held in Santiago in July of 1991, as well as in
the various ‘‘democratic clauses’’ enshrined in regional and sub-regional
integration schemes such as MERCOSUR, not to mention the three
Summits of the Americas (held in Miami in 1994, in Santiago in 1998,
and in Quebec City in 2001, respectively). With massive human rights vi-
olations often the product of authoritarian regimes and/or generalized
institutional breakdowns, the regional return to democracy and the fact
that the process has been sustained for more than a decade now is seen
by many observers as important guarantors that no massive human rights
violations are in the offing. In fact, as one Brazilian official put it, ‘‘There
is no situation in Latin America right now that would justify a humanitar-
ian intervention. The only one that came close to it was Haiti a few years
ago, which was dealt with accordingly’’.13 Latin Americans, then, see no
immediate threat of genocide-like situations in the region. On the other
hand, massacres such as the ones obtaining in Rwanda and Sierra Leone,
or such bloody conflicts as the one occurring presently in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, which have raised such concern in Western Eu-
rope, are seen as far removed and quite marginal to regional priorities.
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Finally, and quite apart from the principle of non-intervention itself,
there is an additional legal element that stands in the way of Latin Amer-
ican appreciation of HI. Like much of contemporary international law,
the very notion of HI is ultimately based on precedent and custom;
the present discussion of it is strongly grounded in the Kosovo and East
Timor cases, rather than in abstract considerations of what is desirable in
humanitarian law. Yet, such discussions raise enormous difficulties in a
region in which treaties and formal protocols provide the basis for inter-
national obligations, and the Napoleonic code constitutes the anchor for
domestic law. Thus it is ironic that for a region with no permanent mem-
bers in the Security Council, it boasts a number of small and weak states
that are the biggest champions of the unalloyed prerogative of the veto
exercised by the P-5 when it comes to the possibility of HI, a subject to
which we shall return.

At the same time, there is an emerging awareness that ‘‘context mat-
ters’’ – that is, that it is different to talk about intervention in general
and HI in particular in the age of globalization than to do so in the era
of gunboat diplomacy or that of the Cold War. And quite apart from the
reservations many Latin American governments and academics may
have about HI, the fact is that over the past decade (i.e. since the end of
the Cold War) three interventions of sorts have taken place, albeit with
mixed results: Haiti (from 1994 until now); Peru (with the special OAS
mission tasked with supervising the 2000 presidential elections) and Co-
lombia (through the so-called ‘‘Plan Colombia’’ initiated by the Clinton
administration in close coordination with the government of President
Andrés Pastrana). Although the one in Haiti comes closest to it (and it
was also the only one that had United Nations Security Council support),
none of them really qualifies as HI. Both in Haiti and in Peru, the key
concern of the international community has been to establish and/or re-
store proper democratic procedures and institutions; in Colombia, it has
been to help the government restore law and order in the vast swaths of
national territory presently under control of the Fuerzas Armadas Revo-
lucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and other guerrilla movements and of
the various drug cartels.

Most observers would agree to the proposition that significant steps to-
ward democratization have taken place as a result of those interventions,
both in Haiti and in Peru; the situation in Colombia remains unresolved,
although polls indicate a remarkable swing in favour of international in-
tervention over the past few years, which many Colombians see as the
only way to overcome the deep crisis the country is facing.

Given the highly unequal relationship with the Hemisphere’s big
power (the United States), for most of the twentieth century Latin Amer-
ica tried, as best it could, to rely on the doctrine and principle of non-
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intervention as one way to hold unilateral interventions by the United
States at bay. This principle was often honoured more in the breach
than in its observance. Yet, it constituted an important element in the
emerging architecture of the Inter-American system, although one that
continued to pit the United States vis-à-vis its Southern neighbours, that
often split up in various coalitions marked by the degree of subservience
to or independence from Washington.
Yet, one of the hallmarks of Inter-American diplomacy over the past

twenty years or so has been the emergence of much more forceful and
assertive mechanisms of regional political cooperation, starting with the
Contadora Group in 1983 and culminating in the Rio Group in 1990 (to
which one could add the Iberoamerican Summits that started in 1991,
and the American Summits that did so in 1994). One of the leitmotivs of
this regional political cooperation has been the promotion of democracy
in the Americas, often with quite overtly interventionist tools.
In short, although the sort of large-scale humanitarian disasters that

have occurred in Africa, Southeastern Europe or Asia – thus triggering
calls for HI – have not taken place in Latin America in the recent past,
other, less dramatic situations, mostly related to the need to restore dem-
ocratic rule have led to the use of a variety of mechanisms just short
of overt military force (the Haitian exception notwithstanding). This
‘‘creeping interventionism’’ may be laying the foundations for a some-
what different perspective on the changing nature of intervention and
state sovereignty in the Americas in the post-Cold War era, an argument
buttressed by the interesting evolution of the debate on the subject over
the past two years.
This debate has to be set against the background of the increasing

significance of the concept of Human Security, which has been gaining
widespread support in Latin America, leaving behind the doctrine of
National Security, so dear to the military regimes of the seventies
and eighties. As defined in United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) in its Human Development Report 1993, it puts people (as op-
posed to the state) at the very centre of national priorities: ‘‘The concept
of human security must change in such a way that from relying exclu-
sively on national security it does so on the security of people, from secu-
rity through weapons to security on human development, from territorial
security on food, employment and environmental security’’.14
In subsequent documents and reports, the UNDP further developed

this notion of security as an integrative concept that blends seven key
components: economic, food, health, personal, community, environmen-
tal and political security. Since then, the concept has had a widespread
impact on relevant actors in the international system, reframing the de-
bate on economic development as well as on security issues. Canada has
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played an important role in its promotion, at a time when it has also con-
siderably increased its diplomatic presence and activity in Latin America.

In addition to the key elements mentioned above, the notion of human
security also includes the use of military force when needed. It was on
that basis that Canada fully supported NATO’s actions in Kosovo. Argu-
ably, humanitarian intervention could be described as a policy tool within
the human security doctrine.

In that context, the latter has been making some headway in Latin
America. In the Central American Democratic Security Treaty signed in
San Pedro Sula in 1995, Central American countries subscribed to the
notion of human security.15 Within the OAS, there have also been some
acknowledgment of its significance by Secretary General César Gaviria
(who has described it as ‘‘an important contribution to the discussion
and definition of . . . the Hemisphere’s political agenda’’).

Within the Rio Group’s 2001 agenda, both the notions of human secu-
rity and that of humanitarian intervention were among the key themes to
be discussed by member countries in their various meetings leading to
the Presidential Summit held in Santiago, Chile, in August 2001. Some
background information on the way HI has so far been considered by
various Latin American governments may shed some light on how the
debate is likely to be framed in the future.

The first reference to HI in any address by a Latin American head of
state or foreign minister to the United Nations General Assembly was
made by Chilean Foreign Minister Soledad Alvear in her September
2000 address to the United Nations. While Chile reiterated its adherence
to the principles of non-intervention and self-determination, it also recog-
nized that they must be made compatible with post-Cold War realities.
As Minister Alvear put it: ‘‘We cannot stand idly by in the face of hu-
manitarian catastrophes provoked by great conflicts, which is why we
propose that in such circumstances, and according to the UN Charter,
help for those that are suffering can quickly be undertaken through con-
certed multilateral action’’.16

Two days later, after a meeting in New York between the Rio Group
and the European Union (EU), the then Mexican Foreign Minister Ro-
sario Green asked their fellow Latin American colleagues to stay on to
discuss a matter of great concern to her. This was whether, in the light
of some references to HI in the speech of one colleague, the Rio Group
was still fully committed to the principle of non-intervention, so dear
to the countries of the region, and so vital to Latin American diplomacy.
In this, she was fully supported by the Foreign Minister of Uruguay,
Didier Opertti, himself a distinguished international lawyer, who at that
meeting also came out very strongly against HI, pronouncing himself
against NATO’s actions in Kosovo, which in his view were totally
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against the most basic norms of international law and the United Nations
Charter.
Mexico pressed the Group for a clear-cut statement reaffirming its sup-

port for non-intervention, but did not succeed. Brazil, represented at the
meeting by Deputy Minister Pericaz, demurred, since this was a complex
issue that required further consideration, and although countries like the
Dominican Republic, referring to the 1965 US invasion, also supported
the Mexican position, no consensus was achieved on the matter. It was
concluded, however, that the matter deserved further study, and it was
tabled for the Iberoamerican Heads of State Summit that would take
place in Panama in November 2000.
Ironically, the Mexican effort to have Latin American countries reject

HI had backfired, and ended putting the issue squarely on the regional
agenda. As a compromise, it was Minister Opertti who was asked to pres-
ent a formal document on the subject in Panama, which he did. In any
event, during the remainder of the 55th Session of the United Nations
General Assembly, several Latin American countries expressed their
views on HI. Venezuela took a very strong stand against any use of force
not authorized by the United Nations.17 Much the same could be said
about Mexico, a country that had previously insisted on its view that the
use of force in international affairs, even if apparently motivated by the
most noble causes, can only be a source of greater instability, uncertainty,
and violence.18 Cuba was also adamant in its position: it stated that the
so-called ‘‘right of humanitarian intervention’’ was today the greatest
threat to peace and international security; according to Cuba, this was
something being promoted by a small group of Northern countries led
by the United States, which were trying to promote this notion in various
international organizations.
Argentina, on the other hand, while reiterating its support for the prin-

ciple of non-intervention, expressed its concern about outbursts of vio-
lence against vulnerable groups like women and children during armed
conflicts and underscored that the international community cannot re-
main indifferent to humanitarian crises.19 Costa Rica also shared this
concern, saying that humanitarian crises constituted themselves a threat
to international peace and security, and that in such cases the United Na-
tions could not ignore their responsibility.20
As has been pointed out, then, at the beginning of this discussion on

HI, Latin American perspectives on it could be distributed along the fol-
lowing spectrum. Cuba and Venezuela were at one end of it, strongly op-
posing the very notion and denouncing it as a tool of Northern countries
bent on violating the sovereignty of developing nations. Close to that, but
in a more legalistic rather than political argumentation, were Uruguay
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and Mexico, with Colombia in a more ambiguous position, as was Brazil.
Much closer to an open-minded consideration of the issue was Argentina,
a country that has played a very active role in peace-keeping operations.
Costa Rica and Chile, in turn (especially the latter), have taken the lead
in putting HI on the regional agenda.

The Uruguayan position on HI represents one extreme in the spectrum
of views taken by Latin American countries with, revealingly, the other
extreme being represented by Chile, which has not taken a position, but,
rather, would simply like to open the discussion on a matter very much
on the agenda of many universal and regional fora. It is the Uruguayan
position though which endorses the initiation of a collective discussion
on the issue that can be summarized as follows:21
� With the exception of legitimate defence, the use of force or the threat
of its use has been banned in international law. The only way to over-
come this is through a proper authorization of the United Nations
Security Council. HIs would need such an authorization. Military oper-
ations undertaken by a State or group of States without such authoriza-
tion place themselves outside international law.

� Any delegation by the Security Council of its powers to States or
groups of Member States to undertake coercive actions is not exempt
from this authorization. Such would be the case of NATO’s actions in
Kosovo.

� To keep peace and international security are, by definition, essential
and unavoidable objectives of the international system based on the
United Nations Charter and international law more generally. For that
reason, those objectives cannot be delegated in violation of the interna-
tional legal order.

� To respond quickly and effectively to a situation of flagrant violation of
human rights is a duty of the international community, which must be
fulfilled according to existing norms. Notwithstanding this, one must re-
alize that because of the veto in the Security Council, authorization of
the use of force may not be viable, undermining the standing of the or-
ganization before public opinion because of inaction.

� The debate on the very definition of humanitarian interference and its
legal basis, as well as the possible inclusion of the latter as a new en-
abling hypothesis for the use of force, is unavoidable if one wants to
protect the prestige and credibility of the international system in gen-
eral and that of the United Nations in particular. A key issue in any
such debate would be the delicate question of the delegation of the
powers related to the use of force to regional organizations, and partic-
ularly the right of the latter to dispose freely of them.

� What cannot be allowed is a highly visible and often dramatic, but in
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the end de facto, situation that ends up with the adoption of selective
criteria for intervention that can put into question the very universality
of the humanitarian cause that is being invoked.

� The question of regional defence mechanisms deserves a special and
detailed treatment.
Given the novelty of the issue and the reluctance of most Latin Amer-

ican countries to depart from established norms and principles of interna-
tional law, including the one of non-intervention and the peaceful resolu-
tion of disputes, it is not surprising that most other countries in the region
do not have fully elaborated positions on HI.

The way forward: a research agenda on HI

As should be apparent from the preceding section, not many definitive
answers on HI have been forthcoming from Latin America, and those
that have, have been rather conventional restatements of traditional no-
tions of international law. However, a useful exercise was undertaken by
the Permanent Representatives to the United Nations of the Rio Group
member countries in two meetings held on 11 and 25 October 2000 in
New York. Although very preliminary and tentative, they came up with
a document on HI to be submitted to the foreign ministers of the Rio
Group. It provides as much a list of questions of the matters that worry
diplomats of the region about HI as it does a research agenda of sorts
from a Latin American perspective.22 The document refers to the follow-
ing key subjects:

1. Conceptual aspects

a) Definition and its key elements
No universally accepted definition of HI is available, nor have its key
constituent elements been identified. The need to discuss and analyse
the concept at some length with the participation of all Member States
should be apparent.

2. Predominant perceptions

b) HI as military intervention
The assimilation of HI to the use of force through military intervention is
present in some quarters and ought to be clarified.

c) HI and humanitarian assistance
Humanitarian assistance is a universally accepted mechanism that must
have the express assent of the recipient state and is regulated by various
resolution of the United Nations General Assembly. The need to draw a
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sharp distinction between humanitarian intervention and humanitarian
assistance should be apparent.

3. The non-intervention principle in Latin America

d) The Latin American and Caribbean tradition
The region’s contribution to the non-intervention principle in the Inter-
American System and more generally is a significant asset, very much
worth referring to in the context of HI.

4. Universality of HI

e) Scope of acceptance
Is it possible to come up with a definition and a set of key elements of HI
that will enjoy universal acceptance? If its acceptance is only at a regional
level, what should be the reaction of extraregional states?

f ) Scope of application
What would be the scope of application of HI? In other words, can a
Northern, developed country be the subject of HI, or is the concept to
be applied only in the South?

5. Causes and justification of HI

g) Causes
What can cause an HI? Would it be because of genocide, crimes against
humanity and war crimes – that until now fall under the jurisdiction of
the International Criminal Court – or would there also be other motives,
and which ones would those be?

h) Justification and the ethical imperative
Once you have established the objective causes leading to HI, would the
latter be justified in all cases? How would you find a balance between the
urgency of responding adequately to humanitarian crises and the need to
respect the sovereign integrity of States?

i) Decision-making
Who decides whether the objective causes for HI exist or not? Who de-
termines whether HI is justified or not? What are the risks that threaten
the universal application of the concept?

6. HI and the United Nations

j) Respect for the United Nations Charter
Respect for the UN Charter is a sine qua non requirement for whatever
is accepted as HI.
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k) Treatment in the General Assembly
Although Secretary-General Kofi Annan has unofficially introduced the
concept, HI is not a subject that has been dealt with in the General As-
sembly. For that purpose, are the working mechanisms of the Assembly
such as open working groups, informal consultations at the plenary ses-
sion, or other formats agreed on by consensus valid?

l) Treatment in the Security Council
In practice, the Security Council has made decisions on matters that have
been referred to as HI. Can it continue to make these decisions without
previous consultation to the Member States who are not part of the
Council?

m) Relations with other bodies of the system
What would be the relationship between HI and the work of the interna-
tional courts created by the Security Council and eventually bodies such
as the International Criminal Court? What would be the relation with
the work of the Human Rights Commission, the Special Rapporteurs of
the High Commissioners for Human Rights and for Refugees, among
others?

n) United Nations reform
How will this debate on HI affect United Nations reform?

7. Competent body to authorize HI

o) United Nations Security Council
Is the Security Council the only competent body to authorize a HI? How
can we make compatible the wish to be able to rely on a concept of HI of
universal validity with the existence of a veto by five members of the in-
ternational community?

p) Regional organizations
Do regional organizations play some role in HI in the light of the United
Nations Charter?
At the Foreign Ministers meeting of the Rio Group held in Panama in

November of 2000, it was thus decided to establish a working group that
would look into the matter and come up with some specific proposals for
the Santiago Summit of August 2001. This group met in Santiago on 5
May 2001 in a session that had a slight overlap with a round-table discus-
sion of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sover-
eignty (ICISS) held in Santiago on 4 May at the invitation of the Chilean
government.
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The Rio Group Working Group

The first thing that became apparent in the discussions of the working
group was how uncomfortable most Latin American governments are
with the very use of the term humanitarian intervention. Several of them
were of the opinion that the term ought to be restricted to cases where
the use of force had been fully authorized by the United Nations, but
even then, some preferred not to use the term at all. As a result, it was
decided to ‘‘freeze’’ the matter, as it were, by postponing any decision
on the use of the term for later on.

A distinction was also made between interventions designed to avoid
(or stop in their tracks) humanitarian crises that conform to the definition
of genocide and those that arise from massive human rights violations or
from the need to avoid the breakdown of democratic institutions. There
was generalized agreement that, while some form of intervention was
warranted in all three cases, the only one that justified the use of military
force was the first one. While mediation efforts, diplomatic pressure, and
other forms of international actions were quite acceptable for the other
two, the use of force was not.

The use of force is, of course, at the very heart of the current debate on
HI. And on this, the position of the Rio Group is that it can only be un-
dertaken within the rules and boundaries of the United Nations system
(countries like the United States, of course, take a different position, re-
serving for themselves the right of unilateral intervention). Having said
that, there was also agreement that this system has not worked in a very
satisfactory manner, and the question thus becomes how this might be
changed.

In the United Nations Charter the use of force is only authorized
in self-defence (which can be individual or collective) or when there is a
threat to international peace and security. Traditionally, the latter had
been interpreted as referring to an international conflict, but more re-
cently the view that it can also apply to a situation extant in only one
country has been gaining ground (although this is not a perspective that
is fully accepted within the Rio Group).

However that may be, a key challenge becomes how to come up with
a more objective (and measurable) definition of what constitutes an HI
that would embody a threat to international peace and security – which,
was acknowledged, can happen in Latin America. Even after having done
so, though, the decision would have to be made by the Security Council.
Aware of the inaction of the Council on critical occasions in the past
(such as in Rwanda), the issue thus turns on how to ensure a more proac-
tive role for it. Tinkering with the UN Charter was seen by most coun-
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tries as an unlikely possibility, and a somewhat different approach was
thus put forward:
� If there is a humanitarian crisis and the Security Council is unwilling to
act, one possibility would be to strengthen the hand of the Secretary-
General by enabling him to enlist endorsements for it by the High
Commissioner for Human Rights and the High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees, as well as by the International Red Cross (although whether the
latter would be willing to take part in what some might construe as a
political action remains an open question). Such prestigious, high-level
support might sway the Council, or so the reasoning goes.

� On the other hand, if the Council is unable to act, because of the actual
or potential exercise of the veto by one of the five permanent members
(which is precisely what happened in Kosovo in 1999) and an impasse
is created within the Council, the proposal would be to take the deci-
sion on HI directly to the General Assembly, the most democratic of
all the UN organs – which would be taking the matter to the very limit
of UN legality. Given the reliance on precedent and customary law
within the UN system, this suggestion, if taken up and implemented,
might lead not only to a more effective United Nations on matters re-
lated to HI, but also to a somewhat different distribution of power
within the Council and the organization more generally.
In the end, although much progress took place in Latin America in the

discussion of HI during the period 2000–2001, the Rio Group was unable
to reach agreement on the issue at the Santiago Summit of August 2001,
largely because of opposition by Colombia. And after September 11 of
that year, other international issues have come to the forefront of the
Inter-American system, leaving little room for HI.

Conclusion

The debate on HI in Latin America is still in its very early stages. Most
governments are rather reluctant to get involved in it, as it questions
many of the key assumptions of the existing international system. Within
civil society, though there are exceptions, most NGOs, academics, and
other organizations do not see within the foreseeable future the occur-
rence of massive human rights violations like the ones we have seen in
some African countries in the nineties, and therefore do not envision
the need for any sort of HI, however it is framed or justified. At the
same time, as the cases of Haiti, Colombia and Peru illustrate, the inter-
vention of the international community in the internal affairs of various
Latin American countries is taking place in the post-Cold War era in
any event, despite the reservations about the legacies of dollar diplo-
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macy. Perhaps the most dramatic shift in this regard can be found in Co-
lombia, where, from an outright rejection of any form of foreign med-
dling in internal affairs, public opinion polls now show an overwhelming
majority of Colombians support any form of international intervention
that would bring to an end the violence that is crippling their country.

As in so many other international issues, while grappling with HI Latin
America would seem to be torn between its Southern realities and its
Northern aspirations. To the degree that HI has become somewhat of a
North–South issue (with the NAM taking a very strong stand against it),
some countries, including such unlikely partners as Uruguay and Cuba
(two countries so far apart on other issues that they recently broke off
diplomatic relations), see it in stark black and white terms as a quite un-
acceptable breaking of the established rules of international society.
Others (like Chile and Argentina), aware that it is an issue that will not
go away, would rather deal with it in ways that are not simply a restate-
ment of the relevant articles of the United Nations Charter, but that actu-
ally confront the very real human rights violations problems faced in so
many places by the international community today. However that may
be, it should be evident that HI will remain with us as one of the most
critical and controversial issues on the international agenda at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century.
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Ideas, institutions, and the evolution
of women’s human rights

Elizabeth Riddell-Dixon

The symbiotic relationship between ideas and institutions is clearly
evident in the United Nation’s efforts to promote women’s rights. Ideas
serve as the impetus for the creation of UN bodies promoting gender eq-
uity and as the bases for their conceptual approaches, policies, and pro-
grammes. Institutions, in turn, develop ideas, market them and translate
them into practice. This chapter examines the evolution of ideas, con-
cepts, and institutions pertaining to women’s rights. It begins with a brief
historic overview of UN efforts to develop women’s rights. This discus-
sion provides a backdrop for the focus of the chapter, which is to exam-
ine the evolution of ideas and concepts and the role of institutions and
institutionalization in the UN’s efforts to promote gender equity. It con-
cludes by identifying and discussing some of the factors that have pro-
moted the development of ideas and institutions in this area.

Historical overview

The UN Charter specifies the promotion of human rights as one of
the organization’s key objectives and it prohibits discrimination against
women.1 Nonetheless, it took the UN 30 years to convene the first World
Conference on Women. The UN Commission on the Status of Women
and NGOs had been pushing for years to have a conference held; but
their pressure was not enough. Instead, it took the growing realization
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that the failure to consider women had seriously undermined the effec-
tiveness of several important UN programmes, including the Green Rev-
olution, to prompt the General Assembly in 1972 to proclaim 1975 to be
International Women’s Year and to convene the first intergovernmental
conference ever held on the status of women. In 1975 the First World
Conference on Women was held in Mexico City. On its recommendation,
the General Assembly declared 1976 to 1985 to be a Decade for Women.
In 1979 – half way through the Decade – a second conference on women
was held in Copenhagen to assess the progress made in implementing the
goals established in Mexico City. A third conference was convened in
Nairobi in 1985 – at the end of the Decade – to assess the progress that
had been made in promoting and protecting women’s rights in the pre-
ceding ten years and to recommend strategies for overcoming obstacles
to women’s advancement in the political, economic, and social spheres.
Ten years later, in 1995, a fourth conference was convened in Beijing, to
examine the major obstacles to the advancement of women in 12 inter-
connected, critical areas of concern: poverty, decision-making, education,
human rights, health, media, violence, environment, armed conflict, girl-
child, economic equality, and national machinery for the advancement of
women.2 The conference prescribed objectives and strategies for remov-
ing the barriers that prevent women from enjoying the full range of their
human rights and from participating fully and equally in all spheres of
life. ‘‘Equality, development and peace’’ served as the themes for the De-
cade as well as for each of the four UN conferences on women.

In between the Third World Conference on Women and the Fourth
World Conference on Women, a series of world conferences and summits
were convened, each of which addressed women’s issues.3 Although the
documents they produced were not legally binding, they did reflect a
growing consensus on women’s issues and women’s rights, and prece-
dents set in one set of negotiations were often used as bases for moving
the agenda ahead at subsequent conferences and summits.

Since the First Conference on Women was convened, significant prog-
ress has been achieved in the development of ideas and concepts pertain-
ing to women’s rights and in the establishment of institutions to promote
gender equity. For the sake of clarity, ideas and institutions are discussed
separately below; however, the linkages between them are important and
extensive.

Ideas

A major conceptual shift has taken place from the ‘‘add women and stir’’
mentality, that was all too prevalent at the time of the First World Con-
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ference on Women, to the concept of gender and gender analysis. A key
motivation for holding the 1975 conference on women was the recogni-
tion that women had to be considered if other objectives, particularly
economic development, were to be addressed effectively. By the end of
the Decade, women’s rights were seen as being important in their own
right. Furthermore, the focus was shifting from women as a category of
people to gender as a concept that examines the socially constructed
roles of men and women.
Gender is not about women per se. Instead, it is about the socially con-

structed roles of men and women and the impact that these roles have on
the respective abilities of men and women to enjoy the full range of their
political, economic, and social rights. We know, for example, that conflict
affects both men and women but that it affects them differently because
of the roles that they are assigned in society. Most societies ascribe the
role of warrior to men. Thus in war, male combatants face the threat of
death and wounding. A man who has been badly wounded may no longer
be able to provide for his family; hence he may not be able to fulfil the
culturally defined responsibility of a man to be a breadwinner. As a re-
sult, not only may his family face hardship but the man, himself, may suf-
fer a major loss of prestige in his family and in the community, more
broadly, and his own sense of self-worth may be badly eroded. Rape is
all too commonly used as ‘‘tool of war’’ and its usage is closely related
to gender-defined roles. The belief that men are by nature aggressive
and sexually demanding and women are naturally passive and sexually
submissive encourages other beliefs (‘‘men can’t help it’’, ‘‘women actu-
ally want it’’) that legitimate systemic sexual abuse.4
Women are frequently seen as the mothers of their race; hence to de-

file them violates a whole people. In cultures where women are seen as
the property of men, to degrade a woman is a direct affront to the men
to whom she is seen to belong. A woman who has been raped may face
a host of serious problems: emotional trauma, HIV infection and other
sexually transmitted diseases, unwanted pregnancy, and ostracism within
her own community. It is because of gender roles that women are more
likely to be refugees than are men. As refugees, men and women often
face very different problems. Men are often separated from their wives
and children, which deprives them of their ability to assume their socially
prescribed roles of protectors and providers for their families. Women
must seek to care for their children as well as for themselves. They may
face demands from male officials for sexual favours in exchange for safe
passage, food, clothing, and documentation for themselves and their chil-
dren. If the UN is to promote the well-being of people worldwide, then it
must understand and address their respective needs which are profoundly
affected by gender roles.
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In addition to the major conceptual breakthrough that came with gen-
der analysis, the past 25 years has also seen a tremendous expansion in
the breadth of entitlements classified as women’s rights and in the depth
of analysis that is devoted to them. For example, at the Third World
Conference on Women in 1985, governments were just beginning to rec-
ognize rape and domestic violence as social problems.5 In contrast, one
of the 12 critical issue areas addressed in the 1995 Beijing Platform for
Action was the violence against women that occurs in all societies (e.g.
domestic violence, predatory assaults). The Platform for Action not only
holds states responsible for protecting women from violence but it also
prohibits ‘‘invoking any custom, tradition or religious considerations’’6
as excuses for neglecting this responsibility.

Although considerable advancements have been made over the past 25
years, it would be naive to assume that there has been a steady progress
towards enhancing the status of women in society. The language adopted
at one conference or summit has not always been accepted automatically
at subsequent sets of negotiations.

Although the term ‘‘gender’’ had been used in the Rio (Conference on
the Environment and Development), Vienna (Conference on Human
Rights) and Cairo (Conference on Population and Development) docu-
ments, a group of Catholic, Islamic, and other countries insisted it be
bracketed in the Beijing draft on the basis that its meaning was unclear
and that it would be interpreted to endorse lesbianism and bestiality.
The issue was resolved just prior to the Beijing conference by the forma-
tion of a special Gender Contact Group attended by 60 nations, chaired
by Selma Ashipala of Namibia, which affirmed that ‘‘gender’’ was to be
interpreted and understood as it is in ordinary, generally accepted us-
age!7

The report of the Informal Contact Group on Gender was accepted by
the Fourth World Conference on Women and hence the concept is once
again understood in terms of the socially constructed roles ascribed to
men and women. Nonetheless, the term ‘‘gender’’ does not exist in every
language; thus, the concept is by no means universally understood, let
alone applied.

The issue of cultural relativism provides a further illustration of halting
progress, where gains made in one forum were later reversed in subse-
quent sets of negotiations.8 The controversy revolves around the ques-
tion of whether the universality of women’s human rights should take
precedence over respect for religious, cultural, and social rights. If prior-
ity is given to the universality of women’s rights, a state cannot refer to
cultural, religious, or social traditions as justification either for passing
legislation that contravenes its obligations to uphold international human
rights or for failing to exercise due diligence in preventing and punishing
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violations of women’s rights by non-state actors. On the other hand, if
religious, cultural, or social traditions are accorded priority, then a state
can use them as justification for ignoring and for violating women’s
human rights. The 1993 Vienna Conference on Human Rights, while
recognizing the need to consider historical, cultural, and religious back-
grounds, agreed that states were required to promote and protect all hu-
man rights regardless of their own political, economic, and cultural sys-
tems. One year later, at the 1994 Cairo Conference on Population and
Development, however, the balance shifted in favour of cultural relativ-
ism. The Cairo conference stressed the sovereign rights of states rather
than their duties to uphold international human rights and specified that
religious, cultural, and ethical values were to be given full respect. The
Cairo language, which implied precedence for cultural, religious, and
social backgrounds, was picked up at the 1995 Copenhagen Summit
for Social Development and was included in the draft Beijing Platform
for Action as a ‘‘chapeau’’ to all the critical areas of concern, including
health, education, and violence against women. On the very last day of
the Fourth World Conference on Women, this highly controversial issue
was resolved and those championing women’s human rights prevailed
over those advocating deference to cultural and religious values. The bat-
tle was won in Beijing but the war continues as debates over cultural rel-
ativism continue to plague UN discussions of women’s rights.
Significant advances were made on reproductive rights at the Fourth

World Conference on Women. Seven years later, at the 2002 World Sum-
mit for Sustainable Development, the US, Argentina, and fundamentalist
Islamic states sought to roll back progress that had been made on repro-
ductive rights at previous negotiations. After an arduous struggle, a coali-
tion comprising Canada, Norway, Australia, Switzerland, and the Euro-
pean Union succeeded in preventing such rollbacks; however, the issue
is far from being resolved and is likely to keep surfacing in the foresee-
able future.
The evolving debates over cultural relativism, gender, and reproduc-

tive rights exemplify the often tortuous path of progress that is frequently
marked by the one step forward and then one (if not two) steps back.
The economic, social, and political well-being of women around the
world remains inferior to that of men, and in many cases the well-being
of women has actually deteriorated.
Of the 1.3 billion people living in poverty, 70 per cent are women; the

majority of the world’s refugees are women; female illiteracy is invariably
higher than male illiteracy. Women and girl-children are treated as com-
modities in cross-border prostitution rackets and the pornography indus-
try. Millions of girls are still subject to genital mutilation, while women
in every country are regular victims of domestic violence. In many coun-
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tries, women lack access to reproductive health care and every day
women are targeted in armed conflicts. Women’s economic, social, and
cultural rights continue to be neglected.9

Cuts to social programmes in both the North and the South are nega-
tively affecting women in several important ways. Women are deprived
of programmes, such as day care and health care, that are vital to their
well-being. When social services are cut, gender roles defining women as
care givers dictate that it is women who will be expected to take care of
children in the absence of daycare programmes and to take care of sick
relatives for whom there are no longer hospital beds. Cuts to social ser-
vices mean fewer jobs in sectors where women are frequently employed.
Sadly, the strides made in the evolution of thinking about women’s rights
and gender issues often have not been matched by tangible improve-
ments in the daily lives of women around the world.

Institutionalization

As we saw with the evolution of ideas, the path to greater institutionali-
zation has neither been smooth nor straight. Ideas become institutional-
ized when they are translated into international norms – both those that
are legally binding and those that are not legally binding – and when they
provide the basis for creating and expanding offices and bodies devoted
to gender equity.

Ideas about women’s rights were translated into concrete legal norms
in the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
Against Women, which is one of the six principal human rights treaties.
The Convention, which had been ratified by 165 states, addresses system-
atic discrimination against women and specifies state responsibilities to
promote women’s equality in all spheres of life, including political, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural realms, both in the public domain and within
the family. Former UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali de-
scribed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion Against Women as ‘‘a landmark treaty in the struggle for women’s
rights’’ and ‘‘an international bill of human rights for women’’.10 State
Parties to the Convention are required to submit a national report at
least every four years to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimi-
nation Against Women. The Committee meets annually to review the re-
ports and works with State Parties to assist them in overcoming barriers
to full compliance. The committee’s findings are submitted to the Gen-
eral Assembly in an annual report.

The hope of getting a second treaty – this time dedicated specifically
to eradicating violence against women – has not yet been achieved.11
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There is, however, a Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against
Women,12 which the United Nations General Assembly adopted by con-
sensus in 1993. Although not legally binding, the Declaration recognizes
a state’s obligation to prevent violence against women, to investigate
cases involving violence against women, and to punish the perpetrators.
Since the First Conference on Women, there has been a marked im-

provement in the quality of the documents that each successive confer-
ence has produced. The Plan of Action, which was adopted at the 1975
conference, was described as a ‘‘shopping list of issues related to
women’’.13 In contrast, the 1995 Platform for Action outlined specific ob-
jectives for each of the 12 critical issues of concern and provided detailed
strategies for their attainment. As such, the latter provides a comprehen-
sive programme to enhance the social, economic, and political status of
women and to secure gender equality. Over time the conference docu-
ments covered increasingly broad ranges of issues and they addressed
these issues more concretely, subjected them to more in-depth analysis
and proposed strategies for overcoming roadblocks to progress. Al-
though the existing norms could always be stronger and more all encom-
passing, the quality and quantity of the norms is not the principal prob-
lem. If one had compliance with the existing norms, gender equity
would be close to being a reality.
Within the United Nations, several significant programmes and bodies

have been established to promote women’s rights and gender equity.
Created in 1946, the Commission on the Status of Women is an intergov-
ernmental body, whose 45 Member States meet annually to develop pol-
icies and recommendations for the advancement of women’s political,
civil, economic, and social rights. In addition to presenting its recommen-
dations to the Economic and Social Council, the Commission makes the
Council aware of serious situations requiring immediate attention and
recommends action to address such problems. Within the UN system,
the Commission is responsible for monitoring the implementation of the
Beijing Platform for Action and acts as a catalyst in mainstreaming of a
gender perspective throughout United Nations activities.
1946 also saw the establishment of the Division for the Advancement

of Women, which seeks to ensure that women are able to participate
and benefit, as equal partners with men, in all aspects of life, including
governance, peace and security, sustainable development, and human
rights. It promotes the inclusion of women’s issues on the global agenda
and the mainstreaming of a gender perspective within the UN system and
in regional and national bodies. The Division provides support services,
such as supplying advice, conducting research, and developing policies
and programmes, for other UN bodies (e.g. the Commission on the
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Status of Women, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women and the Economic and Social Council) as well as for
member states.

The Development Fund for Women and International Research and
Training Institute for the Advancement of Women were established on
the recommendation of the First World Conference on Women. The for-
mer works to ensure that women are full and equal participants in all
phases of development activities, from the planning through the imple-
mentation and subsequent evaluation to, if necessary, the redesigning of
programmes. It has funded many projects and initiatives to help em-
power women throughout the South, politically, economically, and so-
cially. Within the UN system, the Development Fund for Women serves
as a catalyst to ensure that the needs and concerns of women are on the
agenda when international, regional, and national development issues are
being discussed.

The International Research and Training Institute for the Advance-
ment of Women conducts research and training programs to promote
the participation of women in all levels of the development process. It
functions as an autonomous body within the UN system, whose budget
is funded by voluntary contributions from member states, intergovern-
mental organizations, NGOs, and private donors. To promote network-
ing, information sharing, and collaborative research and training, it has
developed the Gender Awareness Information and Networking System
to assist UN bodies, other intergovernmental organizations, NGOs, foun-
dations, and various private organizations in using the new information
and communications technologies to promote gender equity.

The position of Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women was
created in 1994 to investigate violence against women, its causes and its
consequences, and to recommend strategies for eradicating this vio-
lence.14 The Special Rapporteur works closely with other special rappor-
teurs, special representatives, working groups, and independent experts
of the Commission on Human Rights and the Sub-Commission on Pre-
vention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, and committees
set up to administrate the main human rights treaties.

At the national level, 146 states now have government agencies de-
voted to the advancement of women. Yet in spite of these national and
international bodies, much remains to be done: ‘‘in all cases women’s
programmes and policies remain marginal in the system and rarely have
the resources or authority to match the mandates given’’.15 As of 2 July
2002, 46 countries still lacked national machineries for the advancement
of women. Furthermore, one cannot assume that once created an institu-
tion will be maintained, and support for its work will continue to flow. At
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the 1995 Conference on Women, the Holy See and its allied states, as
well as the fundamentalist Islamic states, sought to narrow and weaken
the mandates of the Commission on the Status of Women and the Divi-
sion for the Advancement of Women, and to reduce the resources allo-
cated to them. Canada responded by proposing language both to review
and strengthen the mandate of the Commission on the Status of Women
and to request that the UN Secretary-General provide adequate re-
sources from the regular UN budget to enable the Division for the Ad-
vancement of Women to function effectively. With the support of the
European Union, the United States and the Group of 77, Canada secured
the adoption of its proposal. The end result was positive but the fight was
tough and there was no prior assurance of a favourable outcome. While
women’s issues have never been central on international, regional, or na-
tional agendas, the awareness of women’s issues has grown over the past
25 years, as evidenced by the creation of programmes and offices to facil-
itate the advancement of women.
The concept of gender is being increasingly mainstreamed within the

UN system, although the process is far from complete. Mainstreaming
involves making a concept central to the work of an organization by in-
corporating it into the pre-existing frameworks and structures. The con-
cept of mainstreaming is usually understood to exist in juxtaposition to
the concepts of marginalization and being relegated to the sidelines –
concepts which all too aptly describe the position of women’s rights with-
in the United Nations.16 In March 1993, the Commission on Human
Rights passed the first resolution to integrate women’s human rights
with the UN human rights mechanisms.17 The commitment for such inte-
gration was reiterated in the 1993 Vienna Declaration and Programme of
Action18 and again in 1995 in stronger and more specific language in the
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.19 In 1997 UN Secretary-
General Kofi Annan mandated mainstreaming gender analysis through-
out the UN system.20 Since 1997, the Secretary-General has presented
annual reports to the Economic and Social Council on the steps being
taken to mainstream a gender perspective within the UN system and on
the progress being made.21 Calls to integrate a gender perspective in UN
plans, policies, programmes, and activities are increasingly common not
only in documents emanating from the bodies that first took up the cause
(e.g. Commission on the Status of Women, Division for the Advance-
ment of Women, Human Rights Commission, and Economic and Social
Council) but also in such organs as the Security Council.22 The mandates
of the International Criminal Court and the International War Crimes
Tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia all explicitly require
that sexual crimes against women be considered when deciding on the ju-
risdiction and when judging cases.
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Factors facilitating the promotion of women’s rights

Our conference on the theme of ‘‘Ideas-Institutional Nexus’’ identified a
variety of factors that promote the establishment of commissions and
help determine the longer-term significance of their work. The factors in-
clude individual leadership; state leadership; the type of issue being ad-
dressed; the level of support from civil society, generally, and NGOs, in
particular; and the impact of developments in the external environment.
All these factors are also important determinants of progress in the de-
velopment of women’s rights.

Individual leadership

The role of individual leadership has received relatively little attention
from scholars,23 although its importance is frequently highlighted by
practitioners in private discussions. Long-time scholars of, and practi-
tioners in, the UN system, Brian Urquhart and Erskine Childers describe
individual leadership as ‘‘an essential ingredient in the successful conduct
of most great enterprises’’.24 The attributes of an effective leader include
sound judgement, the ability to inspire confidence in others, the use of
conciliatory language, a keen sense of timing, the capacity to reformulate
provisions so as to make them generally acceptable, and tireless efforts to
persuade. Clearly, not all people are equally skilled at deciding how and
when to present what to whom.

Individuals have played pivotal roles in the struggle for gender equal-
ity, both as intellectual leaders and as activists.25 There is now a rich
body of feminist scholarship, whose ideas have exerted influence in UN
circles as well as among academics.26 There have also been many coura-
geous activists who have struggled to promote women’s rights. Bella Ab-
zug is remembered as a civil rights and labour lawyer, a congresswoman,
a prominent NGO leader, and a feminist pioneer. She was a leading fig-
ure in campaigns, both within the United States and internationally, for
greater gender parity in government, equity in education, women’s re-
productive rights, gay and lesbian rights, universal health care, and equal
pay for women. In 1990 she co-founded the Women’s Environment and
Development Organization, which encourages and assists women to de-
velop their leadership and advocacy skills and strongly advocates for the
rights of women worldwide to enjoy equitable, safe, and healthy living
conditions. Under the leadership of its president, Bella Abzug, the Wom-
en’s Environment and Development Organization helped to galvanize
women’s groups around the world into a more coherent, effective lobby-
ing force at UN negotiations.

Particularly in recent years, the United Nations has benefited from
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women, such as Mary Robinson, Louise Arbour, Sadako Ogata, and Gro
Harlem Brundtland, who have headed increasing numbers of its operat-
ing agencies. As Ireland’s first female president, Mary Robinson worked
hard to improve the status and welfare of women in her country. In par-
ticular, she is remembered for her crusades to liberalize the laws prohib-
iting divorce and abortion. In 1997 Robinson became the first female
High Commissioner for Human Rights, a position in which she again
demonstrated dedication, courage, and integrity. In addition to publiciz-
ing the hardships faced by women around the world, she was an out-
spoken proponent, in many political forums, of measures to empower
women so that they could define their own needs and design appropriate
programmes to meet them. In the post-September 11 discussions about
Afghanistan, Mary Robinson strongly advocated that women be given
better access to education, employment, and full participation in the po-
litical process. In short, she had a good sense of timing and she effectively
linked the promotion of women’s human rights to the dominant concerns
on the international agenda.
The recently appointed High Commissioner for Human Rights, Louise

Arbour, came to office having had a distinguished career as a scholar and
member of the Supreme Court of Canada. From 1996 to 1999, she served
as the chief prosecutor for the International Criminal Tribunals for the
former Yugoslavia and Rwanda. Her effectiveness in bringing perpetra-
tors of war crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity to justice con-
tributed greatly to the success of the tribunals, and their successes, in turn,
facilitated the creation of the International Criminal Court. Although it is
still early in her tenure, Louise Arbour is expected to make major contri-
butions to the promotion of human rights, generally, and women’s rights,
in particular. Being High Commissioner for Human Rights gives one a
highly visible platform from which to promote women’s rights; however,
as was all too evident with Mary Robinson’s predecessor, not all individ-
uals holding that position campaign vigorously for the cause.
Like Mary Robinson, Gro Harlem Brundtland was a political leader

at home before becoming a significant actor within UN circles. As three-
times prime minister of Norway, she actively encouraged the participa-
tion of women in political life and her administration had a higher per-
centage of women in senior government positions than that of any other
country in the world. Brundtland chaired the World Commission on the
Environment and Development, whose 1987 report, Our Common Fu-
ture, promoted a major conceptual shift from thinking about economic
development and environmental protection as separate entities to the
recognition of their symbiotic relationship, as expressed in the term
‘‘sustainable development’’. In 1998 Brundtland became the first female
Director-General of the UN World Health Organization, where she con-
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tinues to battle against barriers to women’s full participation in the
decision-making process.

Sadako Ogata, professor, diplomat and UN High Commissioner for
Refugees from 1991–2000, is another example of an individual who used
her position effectively to promote women’s rights. Ogata brought to the
position a longstanding commitment to human rights, an ability to em-
pathize with those she was seeking to assist – the majority of whom are
women – and the courage and determination to advocate on their behalf.

Bella Abzug, Mary Robinson, Louise Arbour, Gro Harlem Brundtland
and Sadako Ogata are only five of many sung, and many more yet un-
sung, heroes in the crusade to advance women’s human rights. Behind
the scenes, the agenda has been advanced on many fronts by individuals
working diligently. Their stories demonstrate that individuals who are ca-
pable and dedicated can, and do, make significant differences.

The reticence on the part of most scholars to undertake in-depth anal-
ysis of the individual leadership may be due to the difficulty in conducting
the necessary research. In compiling information on individuals, the re-
searcher must rely heavily on interviews with participants who may be re-
luctant to discuss their own performance or that of other individuals, who
may be inclined to exaggerate, and whose perceptions of events and de-
velopments may be faulty. In light of the importance of individual leader-
ship, it is essential that ways be found of addressing these methodological
difficulties and that more analyses of this salient factor be conducted.

State leadership

While the role of individual leadership has received relatively little atten-
tion from scholars, a great deal has been written about the role of state
leadership.27 Internationally, Canada is seen as a leader in the promotion
of human rights, generally, and women’s rights, in particular. At the
Fourth World Conference on Women, Canadian delegates chaired the
majority of the working groups that were established to negotiate partic-
ularly contentious issues, such as parental rights, unpaid work and sexual
rights. In other words, over half of those chosen to chair working groups
were drawn from one – out of 189 – participating states. Canadian initia-
tives, moreover, resulted in several major precedent-setting advances
being incorporated into the Beijing Platform for Action, including the
definition of rape as a war crime and crime against humanity, the require-
ment to develop international, gender-sensitive classifications for mea-
suring unpaid work, and the recognition that violence and gender-related
persecution are legitimate grounds for claiming refugee status. At the
Fourth World Conference on Women, Canada – along with its pro-
feminist allies, including the European Union, Australia, the Caribbean
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countries, and most of the international NGOs – was active in cultivating
support for other key provisions in the Platform for Action. These provi-
sions included the recognition of the universality of women’s human
rights, the agreement to mainstream women’s human rights and a gender
perspective throughout the UN system, and the broadening and strength-
ening of women’s sexual and reproductive rights. As Canada and its allies
were seeking to move the agenda ahead, they faced vocal opposition
from religious/conservative forces: the Holy See28 and its allies (most no-
tably Guatemala, Ecuador, Honduras, Argentina, and Malta) as well as
fundamentalist29 Islamic states (in particular, Iran, Sudan, Algeria, and
the Gulf states). Their anti-feminist stances were supported by conserva-
tive NGOs, such as Catholic Campaign for America, Focus on the Fam-
ily, and Canada’s REAL Women. There is a tendency to think of state
leadership in terms of advancing an agenda – in this case expanding the
breadth and depth of existing norms – however, states can also take
active roles in impeding progress or even in rolling back progress.

The issue

The degree to which positions are polarized varies from issue to issue. In
short, it is much easier to reach consensus on some issues than on others.
There is widespread support for granting women and girls the right to at
least some level of education. In contrast, reproductive rights and sexual
rights continue to engender bitter differences of opinion. Yet even on is-
sues where there is a considerable degree of consensus, women’s rights
cannot be assumed. Most countries formally recognize a girl’s rights to
attend primary school. Nonetheless, in Asia, the Middle East, and North
Africa, the majority of girls of primary school age do not attend school.30
While paying lip service to the right to education, governments are often
negligent in addressing the impediment to education, which include cul-
turally defined expectations that encourage girls to marry early and that
discourage girls from pursuing education, generally, or education in
certain – usually highly valued – fields, such as mathematics, science,
engineering, and technology. Culturally defined roles, such as care of chil-
dren and the sick, homemaking, subsistence farming, and the collection
of fuel and water, make it very difficult for girls and women to pursue ed-
ucation. Even on issues where there is a large degree of consensus among
states, women may still be far from full enjoyment of their human rights.

Civil society

NGOs comprise a principal vehicle through which citizens can aggregate
and articulate shared concerns to political leaders, both nationally and in-
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ternationally. Today NGOs play significant roles within the UN system:
establishing parameters within which decisions must be taken; influencing
the agendas; affecting policy outcomes; monitoring compliance; and im-
plementing policies and programmes. There is probably no other area of
UN activity that has attracted more NGO attention and where NGOs
have been more influential than the human rights field. The initiative
for including human rights in the Charter of the United Nations came
from NGOs, which successfully lobbied for their inclusion.31 Likewise,
the idea and the initial impetus for an International Women’s Year came
from an NGO.32 The year began a process that included the Decade for
Women, four UN conferences on women, and the adoption of a legally
binding convention on women’s rights as well as numerous substantial
documents outlining norms and strategies for promoting gender equity.

Although women’s NGOs were active long before the UN was estab-
lished, their numbers have proliferated greatly in the past 25 years. The
1995 NGO Forum on Women that was held parallel to the Fourth World
Conference on Women attracted 30,000 participants, making it ‘‘the
largest NGO Forum as well as the largest international gathering of
women ever’’.33 Vast networks of experienced NGOs dedicated to the
advancement of women’s rights now exist worldwide. Largely as a result
their participation at UN venues, women’s groups have become much
more sophisticated in their lobbying strategies. Experienced NGOs seek
input early in the process when UN documents and states positions are
being formulated. Their ability to orchestrate massive campaigns at short
notice was illustrated when the Chinese government decided to move the
NGO Forum from Beijing to a resort town 42 kilometres from the site of
the intergovernmental conference.

UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s office was flooded
with calls, faxes, petitions, and letters from around the world. Women
engaged in a global conversation about strategies to ensure an adequate
site while simultaneously debating whether to boycott the Forum. The
alacrity with which women responded to calls for action and the num-
bers who entered the debate reflected how seriously women took this
event.34

The campaigns waged by the international women’s movement were
instrumental in having the General Assembly adopt the Declaration on
the Elimination of Violence against Women by consensus; the World
Conference on Human Rights recognize that the ‘‘human rights of
women and of the girl-child are an inalienable, integral and indivisible
part of universal human rights’’; and the World Conference on Popula-
tion and Development affirm women’s reproductive rights.35 NGOs
have made major contributions to getting issues on to the international
agenda and to ensuring that these issues receive in-depth treatment and
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that specific strategies are developed to overcome barriers to gender eq-
uity. Their importance is noted in the Beijing Platform for Action:

Non-governmental organizations, women’s organizations and feminist groups
have played a catalytic role in the promotion of the human rights of women
through grass-roots activities, networking and advocacy and need encourage-
ment, support and access to information from Governments in order to carry out
these activities.36

Programmes to assist women are frequently contracted out to NGOs,
which generally implement them more efficiently and cost-effectively
than could state governments or intergovernmental organizations.
NGOs also play a vital role in monitoring compliance after agreements
are reached. International Women’s Rights Action Watch, for example,
is an important source of information for the Committee on the Elimina-
tion of Discrimination Against Women as it prepares its annual reports.
NGO participation not only affects agendas, policies, and programmes

but, over the longer term, it also results in changes to the process itself.
In the 20-year period between the First World Conference on Women
and the Fourth World Conference on Women, the numbers attending the
NGO Forum increased sixfold. Attendance facilitated gaining a deeper
understanding of the issues and the realities of international negotiations,
enhancing lobbying strategies, and expanding international NGO net-
works. It also brought demands for greater efficacy. Today NGOs with
expertise, credibility, and sophistication can be either valuable allies or
formidable foes, and their ability to be both is widely recognized. In-
creasingly, numerous and sophisticated women’s groups demand to be in-
cluded in UN negotiations pertaining to the well-being of women around
the world and the system has become more inclusive in response.

Developments in external environment

Timing plays a major role in determining which ideas are seen as valu-
able, which ideas get institutionalized, and the extent to which policies,
programmes, and norms are effectively implemented. For instance, at
the Second World Conference on Women, geopolitical issues, such as
the Arab–Israeli conflict and apartheid in South Africa, frequently took
precedence and women’s issues were relegated to the sidelines. Further-
more, when geopolitical issues came to the fore, female delegates yielded
the microphones to male spokespersons from their respective countries.
The preoccupation with such geopolitical considerations detracted signif-
icantly from the success of the conference. When the idea of holding a
Fourth World Conference on Women was first considered, its mandate
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was to assess the progress made since the Third World Conference on
Women and to eliminate barriers to achieving the objectives prescribed
by the latter. Yet the progression from Nairobi to Beijing was less linear
than had been the case between the previous three conferences. The
world conferences and summits held in the 1990s exerted major influ-
ences over the text of the Platform for Action and hence over the agenda
in Beijing. Many negative aspects of globalization and of structural assis-
tance programmes have undermined many women’s opportunities to en-
joy their full economic rights. Thus developments in the external environ-
ment, such as economic recession, Cold War preoccupations, and other
threats to security, dramatically affect the political will to negotiate and
implement agreements.

Conclusion

The progress made over the past 25 years in the development of inter-
national norms on women’s human rights has been remarkable and the
advances in development of institutions to promote gender equity have
been significant. The focus of this chapter, as for the book as a whole,
has been on norm development and institution-building. Were the focus
to be on compliance, the picture would be much less encouraging. No
governments – not even the strongest proponents of women’s rights –
have fully lived up to the commitments they made in Beijing, nor is there
the political will to provide the UN bodies with the technical and finan-
cial resources necessary to adequately promote and protect women’s hu-
man rights. As a result, many questions require more in-depth consider-
ation and more substantial answers. Most importantly, what can be done
to ensure that the now considerable body of norms promoting women’s
human rights are in fact translated into practice so that gender equity be-
comes a reality around the world? What is needed is not additional con-
ferences and ad hoc committees of experts convened to develop further
norms. Instead, what is needed is action to ensure compliance with the
extensive and substantive body of existing norms. There is also the ques-
tion: why, in spite of the many mandates to mainstream a gender per-
spective, do issues of gender continue so often to be relegated to the side-
lines, if they are considered at all? In the context of the theme of this
conference on the Ideas/Institutions Nexus, the discussions, just like the
work of the international commissions themselves, were remarkably
silent on gender. Why?

Through the development of ideas and institutions, much has been
done to promote women’s human rights. These very considerable gains
need to be recognized and celebrated. At the same time, it is essential to
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recognize that the record of protecting women’s human rights is, in most
cases, abysmally weak. Strategies for enhancing compliance already exist
as do institutions to facilitate the task. What continues to be lacking is the
political will to ensure compliance. Yet there are some causes for cau-
tious optimism: each time ideas are institutionalized and offices are cre-
ated and strengthened, the pressure for compliance intensifies and the
cost of violations increases.
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13

Ideas, think-tanks, commissions,
and global politics

Jon Pedersen

Where do correct ideas come from? Do they drop from the skies? No. Are they
innate in the mind? No. They come from social practice, and from it alone. (Mao
Tse Tung 1966 [1963])1

In late 1999, Joseph Stiglitz – then Chief Economist at the World Bank –
told researchers participating in the Global Development Network con-
ference in Bonn that they were participating in the experiment of ‘‘a
closely integrated global economy which is striving for global governance
without global government’’. He went on to say: ‘‘If this experiment is to
be successful, it will be based on a process of global consensus building’’.
Researchers would be key actors.2
This is a vision that rests on three premises. First, that ideas are among

the forces that shape global politics. Second, that researchers may gener-
ate ideas that may be useful in policy debate and formulation. Third, that
it is possible to design networks and institutions so that the ideas that re-
searchers generate can have impact on policy decisions and outcomes. It
is in the third premise that Stiglitz joins Mao, namely, that there are some
social situations that do a better job of stimulating ‘‘correct thoughts’’,
and Stiglitz sees networking among think-tanks and other research insti-
tutions as the key. Mao, of course, goes on to name the ‘‘the class strug-
gle, the struggle for production and the scientific experiment’’. The topic
of this chapter is to consider some specific actors and their social situa-
tions, namely think-tanks and international commissions.
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The relation between the structure of society and its ideas is beyond
the scope of this chapter. Suffice it to say that global politics and local
comments on global politics form a particular type of knowledge econ-
omy, which is a social organization of actors and ideas. A characteristic
of a knowledge economy such as the global policy arena is the organiza-
tion of ideas through what Ortner calls ‘‘key symbols’’.3 According to
Ortner, symbols deserve the designation ‘‘key’’ when some or all of the
following features are present: The locals tell the anthropologist that the
symbols are important; they generate strong positive or negative feelings
rather than indifference; they recur in the culture in many different
settings; there are many ways to describe them; and there are rules
surrounding their use. These symbols summarize or elaborate complex
bodies of thought. As Ortner uses the term, key symbols are compara-
tively stable. In the international discourse of global politics I will argue
that key symbols exist, but many are transient.

Typical recent examples of such symbols are ‘‘poverty’’, ‘‘sustainable
development’’, ‘‘human development’’, ‘‘peace process’’, ‘‘root causes’’,
and ‘‘rights-based approach’’. They are mainly of the elaborating type,
as they refer to what is often complex schema for interpretation of events
and guidelines for actions.

Key symbols, and the successful establishment of such symbols, are one
of the most important products of intellectuals, researchers, think-tanks,
and commissions. Thus, the Brundtland commission made ‘‘sustainable
development’’ a household word in development policy circles and be-
yond. The Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict probably
has had an important hand in making the concept of the ‘‘root cause of
conflict’’ popular, although the idea certainly existed before then, as did
the idea of sustainable development in the case of the Brundtland com-
mission.

Nevertheless, key symbols are not the only product of research in
global politics. Most of us do not manage to dominate the thoughts of
many, but aspire only to more modest contributions. Social science gen-
erally provides four types of products. One product of social science is
concepts. A second product is that of empirical descriptions using the
concepts. A third is that of explanations or theories. Sometimes these ex-
planations and theories become so all-embracing that I would call them
key-symbols. Social science is often merged with policy formulation, so
that the fourth product is reflections on policy.

The triumph of particular concepts or key symbols is not an everyday
occurrence. Think-tanks are rather engaged in more low-key insertions
into the policy process. One example is aspects of the work of Fafo, a
Norwegian think-tank that has been closely involved in the Middle East
peace process, partly in conjunction with the Refugee Working Group.

IDEAS, THINK-TANKS, COMMISSIONS, AND GLOBAL POLITICS 267



The Refugee Working Group is one of the working groups that were
established as an outcome of the Madrid Peace Conference in 1991.
Their purpose is to establish areas of discussion between the parties and
interested countries that can be used to find solutions to issues of conten-
tion in a piecemeal fashion. The groups were envisaged as a vital part of
the multilateral track of the Middle East Peace Process. The Refugee
Working Group’s purpose is to enhance the living conditions of the refu-
gees without prejudicing final agreements regarding the rights of Palesti-
nian refugees. The participants in the Refugee Working Group are the
core parties (PLO and Israel), the co-sponsors of the peace process (the
United States and the Russian Federation), as well as interested regional
and extraregional countries. It is presided over by Canada, the coordina-
tor or ‘‘gavel’’. The Refugee Working Group has several sub-groups
known as ‘‘shepherds’’ that are each responsible for a particular area of
interest to the group. Norway has the role of ‘‘shepherd for databases’’,
and Fafo (the Institute for Applied Social Science in Norway) is the exec-
utive agent of that role. The role entails a specific responsibility for pro-
ducing and systematizing policy relevant data on Palestinian refugees. It
has also entailed participation in Refugee Working Group meetings of
various types and presentation of data and analyses in such contexts.
At the Cairo Plenary in 1994 of the Refugee Working Group, Norway

agreed to act on the group’s recommendation for an anthropological
study of living conditions of refugees. This was partly in response to
criticisms of Fafo’s previous quantitative studies of the refugees that
held that the statistical analysis could not depict the real-life situation of
the refugees. The Fafo staff present at the meeting initially formulated
the proposal for the study, agreeing to study refugee camps in the West
Bank, Jordan, and Lebanon. Palestinians in urban Amman were also
covered. The resulting study, Finding Ways,4 looked at the different
forms of adaptation to host countries that Palestinian refugees have
made.
The study was partly an attempt to deconstruct the somewhat essenti-

alist notion of the economic and social integration of the Palestinian ref-
ugees that is current in much of the existing research on the subject. In
this notion the Palestinian refugee is construed as a ‘‘generalized other’’
with a fixed set of characteristics. Said has been particularly fond of the
essentialism found in Arab studies.5 The construction of the Palestinian
refugee as a particular type of refugee with certain characteristics is very
much one of a kind with classical essentialist description of the Arab, and
one that Said himself may be accused of harbouring.
In contrast, the central idea that structured Finding Ways was that of

a multiplicity of ways in which Palestinians adapted to their life as refu-
gees. The idea was influenced by Clifford,6 whose concept of different
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paths through modernity was a useful idiom for how refugees had found
their ways both literally and metaphorically from flight to adaptation in
the host countries. Integration was considered as several quite dissimilar
processes: assimilation, segregation, and incorporation. Assimilation de-
notes the complete merging of the refugees and the host society. Segrega-
tion the encapsulation of the refugees from the host society, such as was
the situation in Lebanon during the civil war with very limited contact
between the two. Incorporation refers to continuation of a separate iden-
tity, and interaction with the host society in specific limited ways. The key
point in this was that it had to be possible to discuss various forms of
adaptation and the differences between them, both in order to explain
how refugees adapted and to be able to provide services for them.

At the Refugee Working Group plenary session in Antalya in Decem-
ber 1994 where the study was presented, the Jordanian delegation took
some exception to that perspective, citing the need to treat refugees as
one group in order not to prejudice their rights. However, the Jordanian
position has changed since then. Moreover, the notion of different adap-
tations and opportunity situations for Palestinian refugees has become
more accepted. It is, for example, a basis for the Palestinian notion of
choice for Palestinian refugees that appears to have been an aspect of
the Taba negotiations between the Israelis and Palestinians in January
2000.7 Thus, the example of the concept of refugee adaptation is one of
establishment of a concept in the policy formulation process.

The most well-known piece of Fafo’s work is the living condition sur-
vey of the West Bank and Gaza carried out in 1992 and presented at the
Refugee Working Group meeting in Oslo in May 1993. It is a typical ex-
ample of the second type of scientific work, namely, that of empirical de-
scription. The study presents a comprehensive view of Palestinian living
conditions, but does not go much beyond that in analytical terms.

Fafo’s current studies of Palestinian refugee camps is an example of the
third type of social science research for policy – that of explanations and
theory. These studies aim at discovering whether the observed poorer
conditions in camps than among Palestinians living outside camps are
a function of one or more of three main mechanisms. These are: repro-
duction of poverty within the camps, selection effects because successful
households move out of the camps and poor households into the camp,
and discrimination by the surrounding society. The policy options follow-
ing from this are relatively clear. If internal reproduction is the main pro-
cess, then strategies that aim at improving, for example, the infrastruc-
ture of the camps, the educational level of the inhabitants, and other
camp internal measures should be tried. If selection processes are at
work, then it may be helpful to improve the camp infrastructure if this is
bad, although the end effects of this may prove to be contrary to inten-
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tions if this encourages an increase in the numbers in the camp, thereby
reducing the overall benefits. If discrimination is the main problem, then
policies should aim at reducing discrimination, while ameliorating in the
short term the effects of discrimination.
In the last example, the work of Fafo borders into the explicit formula-

tion of social policy, that is, the fourth product of social science men-
tioned previously. This is an area that some see as one of the important
arenas of think-tanks internationally, in particular in the form of policy
transfer, which is the transfer of ideas and reasoning about policy.8
Fafo has done several other studies in conjunction with Norway’s role

in the Refugee Working Group and the Middle East peace process more
generally. The role of Fafo and other Norwegian think-tanks and NGOs
in the Middle East must be seen in the light of the general foreign policy
consensus that was formulated by Foreign Minister Stoltenberg, who was
in office from 1987–1989 and from 1990–1993, and his Political Advisor,
and later State Secretary, Jan Egeland.9
The policy, which was formulated in part in 1985 by Egeland in his

Master’s thesis and developed by the Stoltenberg administration of the
Foreign Ministry through a government white paper in 1989,10 can to
some extent, and somewhat irreverently, be termed a ‘‘saturation-of-
kindness-policy’’. Briefly, the idea is that, first, Norway as a small country
has limited assets to bring to bear in the international community. For
that reason, it has to find a niche, and one such niche is that of peace-
broker, facilitator, and general do-gooder. It can take that role because
there is little reason for countries to fear Norway. It has few pressures to
bear, yet is politically close enough to the United States – meaning any
Norwegian-brokered solutions are likely to be acceptable to the super-
power. It also has sufficient wealth to finance such operations on its own.
Second, this policy can only be successful if a situation of cross-cutting
links is achieved. The Norwegian presence must be a community consist-
ing of multiplex relations in which actors incur costs if they break the links
to the process sponsored by the Norwegians. In this respect, whether the
vehicle was a think-tank or a humanitarian NGO did not matter much.
The insights that the think-tank might produce would be an added value,
but it is the process itself that was important.
This originally was conceived as a way of exploiting comparative

advantages that Norway already possessed in various conflict and crisis
areas because of the wide net of Norwegian NGOs all over the world.
The Norwegian support to the peace process in Guatemala and to that
of Mali are examples of this, since the already well-established Norwe-
gian Church Aid was an important vehicle in both cases. In Mali for ex-
ample, the Norwegian Church Aid had employed a number of Tuaregs
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who were close to the leaders of the rebellion, as well as a government
minister.

The Foreign Ministry also developed a more activist stance, where or-
ganizations that were not already present in a country would be asked or
allowed to become established in a country or region in the hope of stim-
ulating the overall process. In many cases, where a process had been
started, the foreign ministry has supported a number of organizations, in-
creasing the Norwegian civil society presence dramatically.

Nevertheless, in order to fulfil the role the think-tank or NGO has to
have legitimacy and authority. Some have automatic or semi-automatic
legitimacy and authority. This is especially the case for religious organi-
zations. But with think-tanks this is not the case; their legitimacy has to
be established. In the case of Fafo in the Middle East, legitimacy was
originally established through Fafo’s link with the labour party and trade
union movement, as well as by Norway, thus allowing Fafo to play a role
in the Refugee Working Group. The legitimacy was significantly en-
hanced by Fafo’s hosting of the secret back-channel leading to the Decla-
ration of Principles between Israel and PLO in 1993.

Legitimacy as discussed above is mainly political legitimacy in the
sense of having a voice and access to policy fields. However, the extent
to which access and voice is matched with ears depends also on how the
think-tank performs, its products, and its establishment of reputation.
Different think-tanks have taken various approaches to this and the dif-
ferent ways follow largely the typology that Weaver and McGann have
developed for think-tanks: academic, contract research, advocacy and
party-affiliated.11 In the typology, the two first types focus on academic
and scientific credibility as a source of legitimacy and differ mostly on
who sets the agenda for the research: the institution itself, in the aca-
demic case, and the contractor in the second. The advocacy and party
think-tanks, on the other hand, are more concerned with marketing spe-
cific ideas. Therefore, they derive their credibility from their effectiveness
in communicating their ideas and influencing the policy agenda rather
than from the scientific validity of their reports.

Fafo has typically evolved in its strategy of legitimation and establish-
ment of authority. Initially, as described above, it was close to the party-
affiliated end of the scale, and that was a legitimacy that was first and
foremost used to establish its presence. Since then it has steadily dis-
tanced itself from the party strategy of legitimacy, especially in its inter-
national work, and is now firmly in the contract research/academic end of
the scale. This is probably a quite common strategy, although the specific
means to establish a presence often varies. For example, many think-
tanks in the successor states to the Soviet Union have depended on gain-
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ing access and voice through alliances with international funders, and
then built on that for their continued existence in a more independent
manner. In general, networks are extremely important to the establish-
ment of think-tanks, regardless of who are the nodes of the network.
Other think-tanks, such as the successful Institute for International Eco-
nomic Studies, have focused nearly exclusively on the academic track,
linking the success of think-tanks to international peer-reviewed publica-
tions. Moreover, its network of individual researchers is linked to an es-
tablished university, granting it visibility with the popularization of its re-
search.12 Here, of course, the success is measured in terms of the survival
of the institution, rather than with respect to its impact on the policy
arena.
As indicated above, the ideas that think-tanks try to get across are

often quite limited in scope. Fafo, for example, has mainly been in the
business of providing data, and, as indicated above, some specific ideas
about the interpretation of those data. In this regard, most, but not all,
think-tanks differ from the international commissions, which I will now
consider.
The international commissions, such as the World Commission on

Environment and Development (the Brundtland Commission, created in
1983), the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Violence (created
in 1994), the Commission on Global Governance (established 1992),
WHO’s Commission of Macroeconomics and Health (created in 2000),
the ILO’s Commission on the Social Dimension of Globalization (created
in 2001) and the Government of Canada’s International Commission on
Intervention and State Sovereignty (created in 2000) carry out work that
is similar to that of think-tanks along some dimensions. Most importantly
they enter into policy arenas and present analysis and synthesis within a
particular area of policy. Nevertheless, they approach the legitimacy
question differently than do the think-tanks. In part that is because they
may be conceived of as instant, and ad hoc, advocacy think-tanks.
The most obvious difference between the establishment of legitimacy

between a think-tank and a commission is the fact that the commission
is dependent on instant recognition while a think-tank can establish itself
gradually. Since the commission is supposed to present one product – its
report – it cannot depend exclusively on that report to secure interest for
its activities. In order to be able to carry out its activities, it must be inter-
esting in itself. The way to achieve this has invariably been to constitute
the commission from personas of undoubted fame and competence.
Thus, the Carnegie Commission, established in May 1994, had among its
sixteen members the Executive Director of UNICEF, the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees, two former members of the Cabinet
of the United States of America and a former Secretary-General of the
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United Nations. The very high level membership of the Commission was
probably a reflection of its need to assert legitimacy, having been estab-
lished by the Carnegie Corporation rather than by an international body
such as the United Nations. In contrast, the membership of the Macro-
economics and Health Commission established by the WHO had a more
scientific background, although far from exclusively so.

A major difference between the commissions and the think-tanks lies
in the details of the products. Most commissions do not present new in-
sights. Rather, they present a linkage between insight and policy. ‘‘Sus-
tainable development’’ is one of the more successful examples, perhaps
the most successful example. With this concept the commission managed
to turn debate away from the issue of zero-growth versus economic
growth into one of sustainable growth, a concept that both growth adher-
ents and environmentalists could subscribe to and that, at the same time,
was not completely devoid of meaning.

Thus, a first success criterion for an international commission is the ex-
tent to which it manages to develop a key symbol in Ortner’s terms. The
arena of global politics is not homogenous; a key symbol cannot be a key
symbol for all. But it must be sufficiently broad. To reiterate the defini-
tion: people must believe that the concept is important; they must have
strong feelings about it, use it in many contexts, describe it in many
ways, and try to regulate its use. As noted, the product of commissions
is a linkage between insight and policy. A second success criterion is
that the key symbol which epitomizes this linkage represents or estab-
lishes a policy consensus among key actors, preferably actors that before
the commission could not agree on policy or had not been able to formu-
late their agreement.

The Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict has not
developed such concepts. This may have been a matter of timing: the
commission’s work took place during a period where several conflicts de-
veloped, raged, and spread, and where the response of the international
community was less than perfect. This, however, was partly because the
international community simply did not know what to do.

It is illuminating to compare the Brundtland Commission, which en-
tered a stage that had been set for a synthesis. At least two factors were
crucial. First, the debate on environment had matured considerably be-
fore the commission was launched. The major lines of conflict and policy
agendas were already well known. Second, there was an interested public
in the West: a large number of NGOs involved in environmental issues
and therefore governments that needed to relate to environmental issues.
The Brundtland Commission provided both an arena for public dialogue
and a language that governments could use in policy formulation.

When read with a critical and somewhat cynical eye, the Carnegie
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Commission presents a list of comparatively obvious observations: that
preventive action should focus on preventing emergence, spread, and re-
currence of violent conflict. Furthermore, one should have the ability for
early reaction to signs of trouble, one should have a comprehensive bal-
anced approach to alleviate the pressures that lead to conflict, and one
should try to remove the root causes of conflict.13 The commission then
went on to discuss a large number of important concerns in the preven-
tion of deadly conflict.
Nevertheless, the Carnegie Commission could not command the inter-

est of the public as the concern for deadly conflict in distant lands has
created a less intense debate than was that on the environment in the
1980s – and which the Brundtland Commission was able to take advan-
tage of. Moreover, the commission could not present a policy argument
and consensus together with an expression of this in a symbolic form
that would make its message recognizable.
The International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty

(ICISS) represents an interesting twist on the purpose of international
commissions.14 First, it is comparatively narrow in scope and addresses
a very specific topic, namely, whether or not there exists a right and
duty to ‘‘humanitarian intervention’’ in other countries when the country
in question cannot or will not protect its citizens. In form, it is a mixture
between a typical commission report and the report of an advocacy-type
think-tank.
Second, the process of work was somewhat different from many of the

other commissions: the ICISS did try to engage a broad range of scholars
and NGOs from a wide range of countries. Somewhat cynically, one might
say that this was necessary to establish legitimacy and authority since the
commission was, after all, established by the Canadian government and
therefore liable to the suspicion that it would represent solely a Canadian
or Western view on the issue. Less cynically, one might say that it was an
attempt to secure the broad base and public debate that had proved
important in the case of the Brundtland Commission. Regardless of mo-
tives, it was an attempt to establish legitimacy by means other than sim-
ply depending on the reputation of the core members of the commission.
The Brundtland and Carnegie Commissions and the ICISS all tried to

establish their legitimacy and authority in related ways that were all
founded on the actors involved. As noted, the think-tanks have depended
more on networks in the initial phase, and then shifted gear into securing
legitimacy on the grounds of academic reputation.
Some think-tanks are explicitly engaged in setting policy agendas on a

level that is close to that of the commissions. For example, the Council on
Foreign Relations’ report on the Ferghana Valley15 is a plea for a shift in
American (and other countries’) foreign policy towards flash-points in
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the Central Asian region. Even closer to the commissions are the task
force reports of the Council on Foreign Relations, such as that titled
Strengthening Palestinian Public Institutions.16 Part of an extraordinary
series of other task forces likewise give detailed policy advice to (Ameri-
can) policy makers on a wide range of topics that in generality are on the
level of the ICISS report. It is significant that in setting up their task
forces, the Council on Foreign Relations follows strategies that resemble
that of commissions, namely, securing high-profile participation and em-
bedding the project with the relevant actors. For example, in the Palesti-
nian project extensive consultation with Palestinian civil society, academ-
ics, and the Palestinian Authority were part of the project.

Considering large-scale think-tanks such as the Council on Foreign Re-
lations, it becomes clear that in some ways there exists a continuum from
the small-scale think-tank that markets ideas within limited fields to the
commission. Along this continuum from think-tank to commission, the
freshness of ideas decreases, while the embeddedness in policy increases.

One should also bear in mind that think-tanks and international com-
missions are but two of the actors that peddle ideas in the global politics
arena. The NGOs, the World Bank, UN organizations, governments, and
groups of governments are also key players. For example, the World
Bank, in particular through its World Development Reports, functions
in much the same ways as the successful international commissions. It
also functions in a similar manner to think-tanks, as it is constantly pour-
ing out ideas and analysis of varying orders of generality into the debate
on economic and social development.

Where do the correct thoughts come from? Like Mao, I have argued
that the correct thoughts come from social practice, but that the social
practice required depends on the kind of thoughts. The flexible ability to
insert small ideas into the policy area is the domain of the manifold
think-tanks. To formulate key symbols with extensive policy implications
and make them heard are more the domains of the commissions. Thus, it
is perhaps wrong to focus on the origin of the thoughts themselves. But
the specific positioning of think-tanks and commissions in relation to
other actors, a positioning into which the successful ones invest consider-
able work, is what determines the success or failure of think-tanks and
commissions. This, of course, is a conclusion that pertains to any organi-
zation, not just think-tanks and commissions.
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UN Reform Commissions:
Is anyone listening?

Edward C. Luck

It is instructive, if not always reassuring, for those of us in the business of
producing ideas and policy proposals to check from time to time whether
anyone is listening. Are we making a difference in terms of influencing
policymaking at the United Nations and/or in member state capitals? If
we learn more from our failures than from our successes, then I am un-
usually well qualified to speak on this topic. In twenty years with the
United Nations Association of the USA (UNA-USA), I was involved in
well more than my share of blue ribbon panels and binational reports on
how the United Nations could do its job better or the United States could
be a more constructive player in multilateral fora. Most of these were
quite respectable pieces of work, and at times even innovative. Though
widely regarded as influential, our reports hit the mark in terms of policy
implementation only occasionally and then not always with the ideas we
valued the most highly.

From 1995 to 1997, I backstopped much of the reform effort at the UN,
including with the Strengthening Working Group in the General Assem-
bly, with Razali Ismail when he was President of the Assembly and
pushed Security Council reform, and with the Secretary-General’s team
in helping to assemble the 1997 reform package. My group of researchers
at the UN produced an enormous compendium of reform proposals from
inside and outside the UN, literally thousands of recommendations, for
use by the member states and secretariat officials. Yet, again, only a
handful of these ideas found their way into the inter-governmental delib-
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erations and even fewer were adopted. So, were most of these authors
and commissions simply wasting their breath espousing lost causes to
a disinterested and deaf audience of jaded and narrow-minded policy
makers?

Standards of success

Before jumping to conclusions, or jumping off the policy-wonk band-
wagon altogether, some perspective would help on what would constitute
a reasonable set of standards for success. Would a mid-level bureaucrat
in Washington, Moscow, London, or Beijing have much higher expecta-
tions for getting his or her pet policy innovations adopted as national
policy? Probably not. Quite simply, there are relatively few opportunities
for policy change, particularly when this would have to entail institutional
reform, and large numbers of individuals and groups attempting to push
this or that idea for change. Many of these suggestions, of course, contra-
dict what others are espousing. This is true in national capitals, and even
truer in multilateral organizations with hundreds of member states, doz-
ens of institutional actors, and endless agendas. Even if one-tenth of the
thoughtful and relevant reform ideas were adopted, the result would be
institutional chaos at the UN. It can only absorb so much at one time.
The politics of change can be very sensitive, especially in the UN, and it
wouldn’t take long for too many cooks to spoil the reform broth.
I would suggest three standards for success:

� Did the report affect how policy makers, opinion leaders, and publics
think about an issue, weigh policy options, or prioritize interests and
values?

� Did the report set forth fresh concepts and proposals for change and/or
reform, even if they were not achieved in the short run?

� Did the report spur the process of change, speed the ripening process,
help build constituencies for change, or expand the boundaries of what
is widely considered to be feasible or reasonable? If, as Secretary-
General Kofi Annan has declared, reform is a process, not an event,
then perhaps one should not assess a report’s impact until a decade
after its release.

Of course, it is gratifying to see one’s proposals expeditiously translated
into national or UN policy. But that doesn’t assure that they will prove
to be sustainable or ultimately successful in producing the kinds of re-
sults one had anticipated. Given the number of times the UN has been
‘‘reformed’’, for example, it would seem that many of the reforms did
not prove out over time. And should our goal be to get our proposals

278 EDWARD C. LUCK



adopted or to achieve real results in terms of ultimate effectiveness? It
may be better, in that sense, to have spurred a process of reflection and
negotiation that in the end produced somewhat different but more sus-
tainable policy innovations.

Lessons

Looking back at past commissions and reports, what lessons might be
derived about what works and why? The lessons enumerated here are
drawn from three exercises in which I participated in recent years: 1) a
review conducted for the MacArthur Foundation and the Commission
on Global Governance on the impact of its report, Our Global Neigh-
bourhood; 2) a study of a number of projects, undertaken for the Better
World Fund and the UN Foundation and published as ‘‘Blue Ribbon
Power: Independent Commissions and UN Reform’’ in the inaugural is-
sue of International Studies Perspectives (2000); and 3) a 2001 review for
the Ford Foundation of eight reform projects it supported between 1985
and 1996. Based on these research efforts, a dozen lessons come to mind:
� In every successful case, the project had committed leadership and a
quality staff. Views differ as to which is more crucial, but it clearly helps
to have both.

� In terms of getting high-level and/or sustained attention, nothing
counts like follow-up, follow-up, and follow-up. The release of a
‘‘final’’ report should be around the mid-point of the project, not its
culmination.

� It is very helpful – though not a prerequisite – to have the project
based at an institution that is prepared and equipped to carry the re-
port’s key proposals forward as part of its ongoing agenda. If a particu-
lar government is ready to carry the ball over an extended period, then
that almost always helps as well.

� Careful planning and preparatory work is needed before a commission
is formed or a project is launched. This is when the biggest mistakes are
made. This would seem obvious, but it is remarkable how many policy
projects are launched on the equivalent of a wish and a prayer. Enthu-
siasts, in particular, should be encouraged to stop and ask themselves
candidly a) whether a market exists for the product they intend to pro-
duce and b) whether their commission or study will truly bring added
value to the subject.

� The best reports have both vision and practical proposals. Too many
groups try to get away with having one or the other.

� It is critical to have a sober understanding of the political and institu-
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tional realities that will define the context within which the project and
report will be seen.

� It helps, sometimes greatly, to line up potentially supportive constitu-
encies early on. This gives them a sense of ownership and an incentive
to help with the marketing and salesmanship.

� Likewise, it pays to reach out to those who will be key to actually im-
plementing your proposals, even if they are not initially enthusiastic.
Again, such a dialogue should be opened at an early stage and main-
tained throughout the project. Whatever else you do, take care to
avoid surprises – don’t drop the report on the desk of policy makers
and expect them to be taken with the brilliance of your ideas and the
persuasiveness of your prose.

� In most cases, the process of getting one’s ideas absorbed by policy
makers does not seem to follow either a top-down or bottom-up model.
Rather, much of this osmosis seems to flow horizontally, from one side
of the process to the other, as commissioners or key staff move laterally
into positions of policy responsibility. While much of the focus in or-
ganizing panels tends to be directed to distinguished former officials –
which may be wise for credibility reasons – it is often the future policy
makers who actually carry the ideas forward into policy circles. So re-
member to think about ‘‘futures’’ as well as ‘‘formers’’.

� Big ideas are exciting, of course, but it helps to have some smaller or
less innovative ones as well. Having some readily achievable proposals
may boost the credibility of a report, as well as the morale of its
authors.

� It almost always pays to be flexible, to look for openings and niches,
twists and turns, both in what commissioners may be thinking over
time and in the potential environment in which their ideas will be
thrust. What will the market bear at any point? Which ideas might be
held in reserve for more propitious times ahead? It is striking, in this
regard, how often reports are remembered for ideas or proposals that
may have seemed rather secondary to the authors at the time.

� It may well be true that money can’t buy you love, and it is certainly
true that money cannot guarantee a good report. We have seen more
than one example where the expensive promotion of a second-rate re-
port has been doubly embarrassing. However, it is also a fact of life
that commissions do not get very far without sufficient funding and
staff. Poorly funded projects cannot take advantage of unexpected op-
portunities, adjust to unforeseen contingencies, or – and this can be
fatal – do proper follow-up.

Most of these lessons, it would seem, are little more than common sense.
Yet it is remarkable how often they are overlooked in planning or carry-
ing out high-profile panel projects.
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Missing links

In assessing the independent UN-reform studies over the past 15 or so
years, four shortcomings recur so often as to qualify as missing links. As
these four points suggest, the shortcomings of these efforts generally lay
more with what they did not attempt than with what they did.

One, there was a repeated failure to identify, understand, or plan for
overcoming the obstacles that could be expected to interfere with achiev-
ing the desired policy outcomes. Perhaps it is just too difficult or out-of-
character for advocates to accept that others may not share either their
sense of urgency or their enthusiasm for a particular course of action.
The very process of selling their project proposals to funding sources
(and to potential panellists) may lead both to over-heated expectations
and to believing one’s own rhetoric. In any case, while I have seen many
thoughtful expositions of ways to make the UN a better place, I have yet
to come across a single cogent analysis of how to move the political and
bureaucratic processes to get all of these glorious ideas implemented.

Two, though a few projects did far better than the rest, in general these
efforts were plagued by weak or insufficient follow-up. This was espe-
cially true when it came to lobbying legislators and policy makers in ma-
jor capitals. Effective follow-up tends to be expensive, time-consuming,
and staff intensive. Someone needs to be in residence over an extended
period of time, whether it is an individual associated with the project,
a professional hired for that purpose, or a volunteer who is simply sym-
pathetic to it. Funders, moreover, are more likely to call for effective
follow-up than to fund it.

Three, in almost every case, the project leaders failed to establish
effective and sustainable communication links with Washington policy
makers. True, reaching key figures in the US capital for UN-related is-
sues can be a frustrating exercise, but usually little effort was made in
this direction and, tellingly, strategies were not even formulated for in-
volving US policy makers. At times, there seemed to be a distinct prefer-
ence for bypassing or ignoring what were assumed to be political ob-
stacles in Washington. Not surprisingly, the latter tended to become a
self-fulfilling prophecy.

Four, given these predilections, it should come as no surprise to learn
that very few conservative voices were included in the various commis-
sions or staff. By and large, these projects have facilitated the exchange
of ideas among confirmed internationalists. Therefore, with a few excep-
tions, most of these reports spent relatively little time addressing larger
questions of strategy, history, priorities, or the relationship between na-
tional sovereignty and global governance, since it was assumed that there
was – or should be – a consensus on core goals and principles. Too often,
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however, it has been differences over these fundamental questions that
have interfered with the implementation of designs for stronger interna-
tional institutions.

Examples

Before commenting on a few specific projects, two caveats are in order.
One, it is awkward to provide a candid public assessment of any of these
efforts, since they all involved individuals for whom I have great respect
and, in many cases, with whom I have worked in the past. Two, evalua-
tions may well change over time. Sometimes reports that make a big
initial splash due to good public relations work, the prominence of the
personalities associated with them, or apt timing, do not ultimately enjoy
a long shelf-life. The opposite can also be true. Some proposals may not
appear ripe when first released, but then gain relevance and credibility
over time, as political and contextual conditions evolve. The gestation pe-
riod for a significant reform proposal, for example, may be a decade or
longer.
These caveats aside, it is worth pondering why certain initiatives that

had a great deal going for them appear to have fallen below expectations
or at least achieved rather uneven results. Four over the past decade
come to mind, in part because they were undertaken with the encour-
agement, even in several cases the endorsement, of the UN Secretary-
General and had not only the funding, but also the active involvement, of
one or more major foundations.
First, in 1993, at the behest of Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-

Ghali (or at least of his staff on his behalf), the Ford Foundation con-
vened a blue ribbon panel to study the perennial problem of UN funding.
The group, ably led by Shiguro Ogata and Paul Volcker, was composed
of top-flight former finance ministers from around the world, who report-
edly worked together very smoothly and amiably. They produced their
report, Financing an Effective UN, in less than six months. It was a model
of brevity, accessibility, and common sense. While the report was gener-
ally well received, however, certain recommendations apparently were
not to the liking of top UN officials and others to key member states.
The follow-up efforts were relatively modest, especially in capitals, where
the report stirred relatively little interest. Relatively few of the recom-
mendations, however sensible, were ever implemented.
In this case, there appears to have been two basic flaws in planning the

study. First, it had been assumed that the common voice of respected fi-
nancial officials would be sufficiently authoritative to overcome whatever
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political obstacles had been in the way of a reliable system for financing
the UN. Political figures were excluded from the panel to permit a rela-
tively quick and broad consensus. Financing the UN, however, has al-
ways been an acutely political issue and national decision-makers wanted
to keep it that way. Two, it seems that no market testing was done be-
forehand. Other than a smattering of officials in the UN and in sympa-
thetic missions, there was relatively little interest in solving this ‘‘prob-
lem’’, so even a distinguished and cogent report got little play.

Second, two years later, the United Nations would mark its fiftieth
anniversary. Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali, among others, urged the
preparation of a high-level and independent study of the future of the
world body and of ways it might be strengthened. Again the UN turned
to the Ford Foundation, which in turn provided Yale University with a
major grant to organize and oversee the project. The two well-respected
institutions, working in close collaboration, chose Moeen Qureshi and
Richard von Weizsäcker to head a geographically balanced commission
with strong intellectual and policy credentials. It was decided, however,
that to get fresh ideas the group should not include figures with too
much UN experience.

In retrospect, this was either a misjudgement or one that was carried
out too rigorously and uniformly. The panel’s final report, The UN in Its
Second Half Century, presented a well crafted, concise, and compelling
account of the challenges before the world body. But its recommenda-
tions, while often original and innovative, did not show a good feel for
how the organization operates or what would fly politically. With the em-
phasis on brevity, moreover, several of the more innovative proposals
were not explained adequately and no supporting papers or materials
were provided. The timing might have been ideal – since the member
states and the secretariat were just launching the broadest reform debate
in the history of the UN – but the report gained little attention from the
membership and was virtually ignored by the Secretary-General who had
been so instrumental in its launch.

Three, by far the most costly of all of the projects reviewed was that of
the Carnegie Corporation of New York on conflict prevention. In part,
this was due to the scope of the work undertaken, which included the
commissioning and publication of a series of individually authored papers
in addition to the report of the Carnegie Commission on Preventing
Deadly Conflict. Unlike the two reports noted above that may have erred
on the side of brevity, the Commission, itself an unusually large group,
produced a final report of over 200 pages in 1997. Led by two widely re-
spected internationalists, David Hamburg and Cy Vance, the Commis-
sion sought both to underline the importance of prevention as a way of
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thinking about policy choices and to put forward specific recommenda-
tions for the UN and member states. The group appears to have done
much better on the former than the latter tack.
Aided by an ample outreach budget and enthusiastic co-chairmen, the

prevention mantra became a regular component of the UN’s vocabulary
under Secretary-General Kofi Annan, one of the report’s biggest boos-
ters. Yet Boutros-Ghali had emphasized prevention in his Agenda for
Peace report five years before and it was already widely accepted in
both scholarship and policy making that prevention was highly preferable
to reaction after conflict had already broken out. Whether the Carnegie
report and its supporters have provided sufficient guidance in terms of
specific policy steps that would translate the concept of prevention into
workable, effective policy making remains to be seen. Like the other
reports being reviewed, Preventing Deadly Conflict failed to reach out
convincingly to more conservative figures or to Washington policy mak-
ers. Many in the academic and policy research communities, however,
benefited from the related funding undertaken by the Carnegie Corpora-
tion, giving this project a much wider research legacy than the others.
Four, prior to the Carnegie project, an award for the most expen-

sive, as well as ambitious, study would have gone to the Commission on
Global Governance. Headed by Ingvar Carlsson and Sonny Ramphal,
the membership of the large Commission read like a liberal interna-
tionalist all-star team. It, too, produced a book-length final report. Our
Global Neighbourhood, in fact, was produced by Oxford University Press
as a surprisingly readable 400-page book in 1995. Carlsson was elected to
his second round as Prime Minister of Sweden over the course of the
project, which benefited from the political and material support of that
government as well as of several major foundations.
Addressing the whole scope of global governance was an enormous

undertaking, and it could be said that the scale of this substantive ambi-
tion determined both the success and the failure of the enterprise. Some
parts of the report necessarily were far better received and far more in-
fluential than others. Though the commissioners and organizers expected
their recommendations for UN reform to be the centrepiece of the study,
it turned out that most of their proposals in that area were well outside
the mainstream of international debate at that point and had little influ-
ence at the UN. For more conservative audiences, these proposals, plus
what they saw as a denigrating of sovereignty concerns, reduced the cred-
ibility of the whole exercise. On the other hand, the report was prescient
about the future course of arms control and about the growing role of
civil society within and between countries. Perhaps because it flagged ris-
ing issues of how the world should organize to handle transnational chal-
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lenges, the report has shown considerable durability, even if many of its
findings remain controversial with some groups.

As these four cases illustrate, clearly it is not enough to throw either
money or blue ribbon commissions at a problem. Some high quality
products, like the Ogata/Volcker report, the series produced by Brian
Urquhart and Erskine Childers at the Ford Foundation, and the Succes-
sor Vision study headed by Elliot Richardson for UNA-USA, cost only a
fraction of the last three projects discussed above. Urquhart and Childers
demonstrated, as well, that it does not necessarily require a large blue-
ribbon panel to get attention and results. In this field, bigger is surely
not always better.

Caveats, worries, and provocations

While I remain a booster of independent international studies of how the
United Nations and other international institutions can be strengthened,
it does seem to me that we need to rethink how to go about this. In each
of the four cases addressed above, decisions made in the planning stages
– who, what, when, and why – proved critical in terms of determining the
project’s eventual impact. The political context in which these efforts are
made is changing, which makes such strategic choices even more critical.
In this regard, I have five concerns.

First, while most of the organizers have paid attention to geographical
diversity, they have either ignored or rejected the need for political di-
versity. Surely it is more fun to work with the like-minded and it certainly
both eases and broadens the process of consensus-building within the
group. But the larger question is how a report will fare outside of the
group, and that is where all of these projects ran into trouble. Sooner or
later our ideas will be challenged and it might well be better to have a few
devil’s advocates within the process of deliberation than to face them
only after the ideas and phrases are fixed and potential critics are doubly
upset at being excluded from the process. One option would be to in-
clude dissents and reservations in the reports, a practice that has largely
been lost in recent years with the stress on consensus. More thought
needs to be given to how to incorporate a broader range of views without
destroying either the chemistry within a group or the possibility for a
meaningful and specific result.

Second, the trend to mega-studies – those costing over a million US
dollars – in the latter half of the 1990s is worrisome for several reasons.
Not only is there a question of cost effectiveness, but it suggests that
there will be fewer studies and hence less of an intellectually competitive
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and stimulating environment. If mega-projects with sweeping mandates,
authoritative leadership, and consensus rules come to dominate the pro-
duction of well-publicized ideas on UN reform, security, or global gover-
nance, for example, where are the dissident voices going to come from
and how are they going to be financed? It is not coincidental, in this re-
gard, that all of the major projects reviewed were sponsored and orga-
nized by bodies based in the North. Some of these groups, of course,
were much better than others at including voices from the South, but
then only those known to and selected by the northern organizers.
Third, at times, it can be difficult to tell whether some of the projects

were established for the purpose of advocacy or inquiry. In several cases,
it appeared as if the organizers assembled a study or commission basi-
cally to add a degree of authority to a position or orientation they al-
ready held. These groups seemed to be independent only within the
confines of a set of stated or unstated assumptions, and their conclu-
sions were largely predictable from the outset. To some extent, of
course, panels will be self-selecting and organizers need to have a sense
of where they are going before launching a panel study. But if the re-
sults seem largely pre-cooked, then the whole enterprise of indepen-
dent commissions will lose some credibility and questions will be raised
by funders about whether such exercises are a sound way to expend
scarce resources.
Fourth, while it is quite understandable that these projects have identi-

fied the UN as their prime target, it should be questioned when and
where this is most appropriate. In most of these matters, it is the member
states, not the UN secretariat, that are the key decision-makers and im-
plementers. Even in the realm of UN reform, the member states are the
final arbiters of most big-ticket items. Capitals have the keys to both fi-
nancial and political capital. The UN, moreover, tends to be a place of
grand visions and weak follow-through. By bringing their visions and am-
bitious action plans to the United Nations as their primary target, these
commissions have tended to compound this gap between vision and prac-
tice in the world body.
Fifth, at the same time, this pattern tends to exacerbate the gap be-

tween US politics and global norm-building processes. On both sides of
the split between the United States and other member states on global
issues, the tendency is for the like-minded to talk to each other, reinforc-
ing their perspectives and presumptions. When global commissions pur-
porting to represent the range of relevant views chronically leave out
certain perspectives – including those of US conservatives and legislators
– it reinforces the impression that Americans are not a part of the global
consensus, and that their views are not welcome in global gatherings.
So, yes, I do believe that these blue-ribbon initiatives have been influ-
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ential on the whole. They have had, no doubt, more effect on the way we
think about global issues and institutions than on specific policy choices.
But to assert that they have been influential does not mean that their in-
fluence has always been constructive. That judgement may well depend
on whether we make some mid-course corrections and begin to address
the kinds of questions raised here. In another decade or two, historians
hopefully can give us more authoritative answers. In the meantime, these
speculations can serve as a starting point to such an inquiry.
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Appendix

International Commission on
Weapons of Mass Destruction

Ambassador Jayantha Dhanapala

Mandate

The twentieth century saw the discovery and use of weapons of mass
destruction (WMD). Treaties were negotiated to ban some categories of
these weapons, but the threat of their use with horrifying consequences
to humankind remains. Political initiatives, though relatively successful
in some areas, have nevertheless been unable to address the evolving
threats to international peace and security in the area of WMD and ma-
terials and technology used for their production. Existing multilateral dis-
armament and non-proliferation treaties in the area of WMD have yet to
become universal or enter into force. Furthermore, recent trends, fuelled
in particular by fears of terrorism after the horrific attacks on the United
States on September 11, 2001, point towards a new dark age for disarma-
ment as WMD and the means to deliver them spread not just to more
states but to terrorist groups and other so-called non-state actors.
The possible use of military action not only offers little hope to elimi-

nate WMD threats, but it also creates its own dangers.
The twenty-first century must therefore see a new era free of WMD.

An international commission of independent, eminent persons would
be able to make creative and far-reaching recommendations for fresh
initiatives towards this end. An international commission would provide
an alternative and focused forum for examining on a prior basis issues
regarding security in a WMD-free world. Such a commission should also
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suggest practical, constructive, and realistic steps in a manner that takes
us closer, step-by-step, to that goal, including ways of dealing with sta-
bility and security in the transitional period. In considering the WMD
threat, the international commission would also address the proliferation
of WMD delivery systems.

The mandate of the international commission on WMD should explic-
itly extend to both disarmament and non-proliferation – one cannot be
sacrificed for the other without losing credibility. It would also cover
possible terrorist use of such weapons and specific multilateral, regional,
plurilateral, or national strategies – including unilateral initiatives – to
address such threats. The commission would further focus on identifying
opportunities to promote multilateral cooperation, strengthen the rule of
law and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of multilateral institu-
tions to address these challenges.

The mandate of the commission would last for one year during which
time it would hold four working sessions.

Status

The international commission on WMD would be an independent body.
Ideally, the international commission would obtain essential political sup-
port from one or two governments that are internationally respected for
their support of disarmament and non-proliferation efforts.

A private foundation or research institution could provide alternative
support for the launching of the work of the commission. Joint support
from a government and a private organization might be yet another
possibility.

The final product

The commission would produce a report that could serve as both a call to
action and a useful and authoritative instrument for governments and
civil society alike to use in advocating greater progress on disarmament.
The report would not only look into relevant issues with an investigative
eye, but it should also pinpoint alternative courses of action in addressing
problems arising from the existence of WMD and the related materials
and technology that are used in their production. Alternative ways of ad-
dressing the ongoing crisis in multilateral disarmament policy should also
be proposed. The report could be launched by the Secretary-General of
the United Nations and presented to the General Assembly, thereby en-
suring a wider debate on its content.
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The commissioners

The commission would consist of no more than twelve individuals, in ad-
dition to two co-chairs from the North and South, respectively. Commis-
sioners would be drawn from two distinct groups of individuals. The first
group would be composed of experts with recognized expertise and
knowledge on issues relating to weapons of mass destruction, related ma-
terials, and technology. The second group would include renowned per-
sonalities, recognized by their national or international political standing.
Together, the commissioners should bring a range of professional exper-
tise and political insight into the work of the commission. Commissioners
should be appointed with due regard to equitable geographic, political,
and gender balance. There should be no more than one member from
any given country.

The advisory board

An advisory board of prominent political leaders and dignitaries, as
well as senior officials from relevant international organizations (i.e. the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the Organisation for the
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW), the Preparatory Commit-
tee of the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test Ban Treaty Organization (Pre-
pComCTBTO), and the World Health Organization (WHO)) would
serve as the political and substantive point of reference for the commis-
sion, and would help to build broad political support for the work of the
commission. The advisory board would also help to build the political
momentum and public engagement required for effective follow-up on
the recommendations of the commission. A chair to the advisory board
would also be required. The advisory board would not be responsible
for the contents of the final report, the responsibility for which would be
entirely borne by the commission.

Secretariat

In order for the commission to carry out its work in a smooth and effec-
tive manner, it would require a secretariat to provide it with the neces-
sary substantive, administrative, and organizational support. The secre-
tariat would, inter alia, undertake the necessary fund-raising to support
the activities of the commission, organize meetings and consultations,
and assist in obtaining relevant background information, published
studies, and bibliographies, as well as other such resources as the com-
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missioners may require. The secretariat would also manage the publi-
cation and distribution of the report of the commission and of all the
background research used in its work, and it would take the lead in the
diplomatic efforts to engage governments and build political support for
the debate.

The secretariat resources, human and otherwise, could be provided
by an interested government or governments supporting the work of the
commission, a private foundation or research institution, or by both a
government and such a private organization. It would be essential to en-
sure the independence of the secretariat.

Research and consultation

The commission’s research efforts should build upon and complement
the many efforts already undertaken in the various areas of concern re-
lating to WMD by research institutes, academia, individual governments,
and relevant international organizations. The commission would further
draw upon the relevant debate in the international community. In addi-
tion, papers and studies might be commissioned to provide commis-
sioners with state-of-the-art research on new issues under consideration,
including from relevant international organizations.

As an additional input to its work, the commission would hold a num-
ber of hearings in key regional centres in order to obtain a wide spectrum
of views in different geographical areas.

Funding

Financial and political support for the work of the commission would
be sought from a variety of sources, in particular private foundations
and interested governments.

Proposed areas of study for the Commission

Nuclear

� Universality of the Non Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and involvement of
three nuclear-weapon-capable states in the process of nuclear disarma-
ment and non-proliferation.

� Implementation of the 13 steps of the FD of the 2000 NPT Review
Conference (article VI); this would include, inter alia, the role of nu-
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clear weapons in security policies, as well as confidence-building mea-
sures with regard to nuclear weapons, including the reduction of
the operational status of nuclear weapons to avoid accidental or unau-
thorized use of nuclear weapons, increased transparency in nuclear
arsenals.

� Measures to enhance the safety and security of nuclear material
facilities.

� Strengthening and consolidation of existing nuclear-weapon-free zones,
establishment of additional nuclear-weapon-free zones (NWFZs).

� Possibilities/ways to expedite the entry into force of the Comprehen-
sive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT).

� Means to improve controls over weapons-grade fissile materials (pluto-
nium and highly enriched uranium (HEU)) and other radioactive ma-
terials that could be used in ‘‘dirty’’ bombs.

� Political, legal, technological and institutional requisites of a nuclear
weapons convention.

Chemical

� Strengthening the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) with a view
to the fullest implementation of its provisions, taking also into account
new advances in science and technology as well as new related verifica-
tion techniques.

� Ways to effectively strengthen existing means to monitor global trade
in precursor chemicals while at the same time ensuring economic and
technological development and cooperation in chemical activities for
peaceful purpose.

� Measures to enhance safety and security of precursors and facilities.

Biological

� Strengthening the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC), not least in
the area of verification of compliance.

� Strengthening confidence-building measures, as agreed to at the Sec-
ond BWC Review Conference and as amended at the Third Review
Conference.

� Strengthening the Secretary-General’s responsibilities under General
Assembly resolution 42/37 C (1987) and Security Council resolution
620 (1988).

� Measures to enhance safety and security of biological agents/toxins and
facilities.
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WMD delivery systems

� Establishment of universal norms or instruments dealing with missile-
related concerns.

� Consideration of missile-related confidence-building measures, dual-
use technologies.

Outer space

� Strengthening of existing legal regime and addressing possible lacunae
to prevent weaponization of outer space.

Potential for terrorism with WMD or related materials and
technology

� Strengthening and full implementation of disarmament and non-
proliferation treaties.

� Promoting the early conclusion of a treaty on the suppression of nu-
clear terrorism.

� Role of national authorities to ensure security of WMD components as
well as the security of nuclear, biological, and chemical facilities.

� Preparation and enactment of domestic legislation consistent with
commitments undertaken under relevant disarmament treaties; crimi-
nalization of illegal activities related to weapons of mass destruction;
unauthorized use or transfer of materials and technologies by their
nationals.

� Reinforcement of ethical norms and creation of corporate codes of
conduct – through international and national scientific societies, institu-
tions teaching sciences or engineering skills related to weapons tech-
nologies, and the Global Compact network – to prevent the involve-
ment of defence scientists or technical experts in terrorist activities.

� Bilateral, regional, or sub-regional arrangements to verify that civilian
nuclear, biological, or chemical installations are not being diverted for
non-peaceful uses.

� Links between organized crime, proliferation of conventional arms,
and terrorist access to WMD components.

Dynamic underlying disarmament and non-proliferation efforts

� Institutional and political bases of sustainable disarmament.
� Ways in which the ‘‘disarmament divide’’ – where higher compliance
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standards apply to non-proliferation than to disarmament – can be
bridged.

� Ways in which legitimate national security concerns can be met with
minimum dislocation caused to economic and social potential and with
minimum perceived threat posed to others.

� Potential of preparing and publishing ‘‘disarmament indices’’ – similar
to the ‘‘human development indices’’ developed by the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) – that can be used for comparable
purposes in sustaining the process of ‘‘results-based disarmament’’.
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Hammarskjöld, Dag 48
Hard Choices (Vance) 48
Harvard Nuclear Study Group 52
Hayden, Bill 54
Healey, Dennis 52
Heath, Edward 14, 31, 82
HI see Humanitarian Intervention
Higgott, Richard 14, 129–30
highly enriched uranium (HEU) 292
Holl, Jane 20
Holst, Johan Jørgen 51, 65
Holsti, Kal 5
Holy See 254, 258
Honduras 258
human rights 131; activists and military
intervention 225; and Australian foreign
policy 131; and big dam projects 145;
civil-political 186; and genocide 180; and
Global Compact 115; and international
law 222; organizations 199; post-9/11
attacks 206; and sovereign equality 198;
violations 174, 212, 221–2, 232

Human Rights Watch 223
humanitarian disasters 234
humanitarian interventions (HIs) 9–10,
195; alliances and regional organizations
230–1; and atrocities 188, 193; authority
for 226; conditions and guidelines
229–31; and conflict
prevention/peacebuilding 188–9, 207–8;
criteria and principles 189–90, 192,
229–31; effectiveness and legitimacy
207–10; evolving debate 228–31;

follow-up assistance and reconstruction
183, 184; and ICISS 180–97; and
international law 228; justification and
dilemmas 181; and Kosovo Commission’s
findings 175, 176; and Latin America
224–8, 231–8; lawfulness of 173, 174–6;
proportionality rule 230; and
‘‘responsibility to protect’’ concept
181–2, 184, 186–7, 201, 206, 221–45; Rio
Group discussion document 238–40;
thresholds 230; see also military
interventions

Hungary 80–1
Hussein, Saddam 205, 216
hydropower companies 160

IAEA see International Atomic Energy
Agency

Iberoamerican Heads of State Summit
(2000) 236

ICC see International Chamber of
Commerce

ICISS see International Commission on
Intervention and State Sovereignty

ICISS report 17, 181, 182–4, 190, 193,
194–5, 198–220, 224; on assumptions and
controversies 203–11; on conflict
prevention and peacebuilding 188–9;
criteria and principles framework
189–90, 203, 209; international law and
morality 206–7; intervention
effectiveness 207–10; and operational
challenges 211–12; post 9/11 impact
200; recommendations 193, 217; and
‘‘responsibility to protect’’ concept
181–2, 183, 198–220; and responsibility to
rebuild 210–11; on right authority and
due process 190–1; sovereignty and
intervention 185–8, 200–3

ICOLD see International Commission on
Large Dams

ICRC see International Committee of the
Red Cross

ideas 4, 266–76; channelling and purpose
5–8; and global politics 266; and key
symbols 267, 275; relabelling 53, 54,
56

Ideas-Institutional Nexus conference 255,
261

IDPs see Internally Displaced Persons
Ignatieff, Professor Michael 169

306 INDEX



IGOs see international government
organizations/intergovernmental
organizations

ILO see International Labour Organization
(of the UN)

IMEMO see Institute of the World
Economy and International Relations
(Russia)

IMF see International Monetary Fund
Independent Commission on Disarmament

and Security Issues 40; Report (1982)
46; see also Palme Commission

Independent Commission on International
Development Issues 11, 27, 47; see also
Brandt Commission

Independent International Commission on
Kosovo 6, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 18, 20,
167–77, 224; composition 169, 171, 172;
conclusions and recommendations 171,
172–3, 177; debate 22; establishment
168–9; fairness discourse 170–2, 177;
framework of principles 174–5; funding
172; mandate and terms of reference
169; plenary meetings 169; reports 168,
170–3; and UN 13; see also humanitarian
interventions

India 22, 55, 68, 145, 149; and intervention
186, 204; nuclear power status 110, 133,
138

indigenous peoples 145
Indonesia 83, 131
inequality, global 40–1
INF see intermediate-range nuclear forces
Informal Contact Group on Gender report

249
INGOs see international non-governmental

organizations
Institute for Applied Social Science

(Norway) see Fafo
Institute for International Economic Studies

272
Institute of the World Economy and

International Relations (Russia)
(IMEMO) 58

institutionalism, liberal 118
institutionalization 251–4
institutions 266–76
Inter-American Human Rights Court,

Institute, and System 232
Inter-American Treaty for Peaceful

Conflict Resolution 231–2

Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal
Assistance 231

intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF)
49, 57

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs)
222

international aid 111
international arms trade 34, 110–11
International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) 290

International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development 12

International Chamber of Commerce (ICC)
90, 91

International Commission on Intervention
and State Sovereignty (ICISS) 1, 6, 10,
11, 15, 18, 19, 180–97, 272, 273; and 9/11
aftermath 213–15; composition 182;
debate terms and contributions 184,
200; mandate and goals 182, 199;
meetings/consultations/research 183, 199;
principles and priorities 200; see also
ICISS report

International Commission on Large Dams
(ICOLD) 160

International Commission on Weapons of
Mass Destruction 8, 288–94; advisory
board 290; commissioners 290; funding
291; report 289; research and
consultation 291; secretariat 290–1;
status 289; study areas 291–4

international commissions 266–76;
Australian involvement 15–16; blue
ribbon panels 61, 67, 100–2, 115, 277,
282, 285, 286–7; Canadian contributions
15, 216, 274; catch phrases/key symbols
20–1, 267, 273; categories 17–19;
composition and gender 31–2, 161–2;
content and delivery 17–23; criteria for
success 61–5, 67, 161–5, 273; final report
and recommendations 164–5; funding
and independence 67, 172; goals and
justification 161–2; guiding principles
162; interactions and deliberations 164;
knowledge generation 163; ‘‘ownership’’
12–17; role of women 19–20; Soviet
representation 14; stakeholders and
non-state actors 6, 48, 92, 106, 113,
162–3, 177; structures and processes
163–4; and the US 14–15; see also named
commissions

INDEX 307



International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) 184, 242

international community: and Brandt
Commission 29–31, 34; defence spending
34; development assistance 34; initiatives
172; and international law 167–8, 172,
176; new ethos 170; see also
interventions

international corporate business 114–15;
see also multinational corporations

International Criminal Court 21, 210, 254,
256

International Criminal Tribunals see
International War Crimes Tribunals for
Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia

International Financial Institutions (IFIs)
12

international government organizations/
intergovernmental organizations (IGOs)
104, 258

International Hydropower Association 160
international institutions 12, 34
International Labour Organization (of the
UN) (ILO) 28

international law: and armed interventions
167–8, 172, 176, 180–1; and ethics
intersection 193; and human rights 222;
and humanitarian intervention 228; and
International Criminal Court 21, 210;
and morality 206–7; and principle of
non-intervention 233

international leadership: and middle powers
129–30

International Monetary Fund (IMF) 28, 36,
88

international monetary system 34
international non-governmental
organizations (INGOs) 145

international order 187
international organizations (IOs) 1, 5, 19;
and big dam building 145; and
commission panels 290, 291; and
intervention 187, 202, 203, 204, 207, 210,
215; and Kosovo 171; and Latin America
223, 236; and multilateralism 119

International Peace Academy seminar
(New York 2002) 194

international politics 23; and Canberra
Commission 125, 129, 130, 139; and
humanitarian intervention 230; and
ICISS 203, 205, 217; and trade 30, 292

international relations: ideational turn 1–2,
3, 4, 6, 22, 23; scholars 52, 54

international security: and nuclear arms
control 123; and Palme Commission’s
role 56

International Security journal 52
International Studies Perspectives 279
international terrorism 103, 105; 9/11

attacks 19, 67, 184, 200, 288; and
post-9/11 counter-terrorist actions/
reactions 213–15; and weapons on mass
destruction 288–94

International Union for the Conservation
of Nature see IUCN

International Union for the Conservation
of Nature (IUCN) 78, 146, 147

International War Crimes Tribunals for
Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia 222,
254, 256

international women’s movement 259
International Women’s Rights Action

Watch 260
International Women’s Year (1975) 247,

259
intervention(s): assessment of evidence

205; criteria and principles 189–90, 192;
debates 180; disparity of actions 176;
and ethnic cleansing 204–5, 216; and
human protection 190–1; legality of
174–6; and reconstruction 176; and right
authority 209; right vs. responsibility
201; threshold for 204–6; and UN 199;
see also humanitarian interventions;
military interventions

IOs see international organizations
Iran 258; Islamist revolution (1979) 30; US

hostage-rescue mission 38, 47
Iraq: and military intervention 9, 167, 175,

205; nuclear ability 133
Iraq war 19, 26, 216–17; and ICISS criteria

205; and responsibility to rebuild 210–11
Ireland 17
irrigation issues 143, 150
ISKAN 47, 59
Islamic states (fundamentalist) 249; and

women’s rights 250, 258
Ismail, Razali 277
Israel/Iraelis 213, 268, 269

Jackson, Robert 201–2
Japan 80–1, 169

308 INDEX



Johannesburg 169, 176
Jordan 268, 269

Kaldor, Professor Mary 169
Kantian logic, and morality 207
Keating government 126
Keating, Paul 124, 131, 137
Keck, Margaret E. 59
Keohane, Robert 4
Keynesianism 2; and Brandt Report 29, 37,

40; ‘‘new deal’’ 13
Khalid, Mansour 82
Kikkink, Kathryn 59
King, Anthony 2
Kissinger, Henry 201–2
knowledge economy 267
Kokoshin, Andrei 59
Kónigswinter meeting (Germany 1990) 101
Korea 55, 68
Kortunov, Andrei 54
Koskenniemi, Martti 170
Kosovo: conflict 170, 180, 221, 226; and

ethnic cleansing 204; and humanitarian
intervention 224, 233; and ICISS criteria
205, 209; NATO intervention/bombing
167, 168, 171, 181, 188, 190, 192–3, 194,
200, 223, 235–6; and operational
challenges 211–12; and responsibility to
protect concept 206–7; responsibility to
rebuild 210–11; status of ‘‘’conditional
independence’’ 168, 173; and UN
Security Council authority 227; see also
Independent International Commission
on Kosovo

Kreisky, Bruno 14, 47

Labour Party (UK) 52
labour practices 115
‘‘Large Dams: Learning from the Past,

Looking to the Future’’ workshop
(Gland, Switzerland 1997) 146

Latin America 22, 66, 158; HI discussion
summary 237–8; and humanitarian
intervention concept 224–8, 231–8;
non-intervention principle 231, 236;
research agenda 238–40; and US
interventionism 231, 233–4

leadership: directional 130, 137; and GIC
objectives 129, 137; individual 255–7;
international 129–30; and research 257;
state 257–8

Learning to Manage Global Environmental

Risks (Social Learning Group study) 80
Lebanon 268
legitimacy: political 271–2
Lesotho 145
liberalism 2, 28, 39, 118
Lindahl, Goran 149
Lipton, Michael 35, 37
Living with Nuclear Weapons (Harvard
Nuclear Study Group) 52

Lodgaard, Sverre 51
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