
Seminar Explores UN's Evolving Mission 
by David Domke 

Introducing the school's May 21st seminar on "The United 
Nations in the New World Order," Director George Collins referred 
to the "fracturing of the old alignments and relationships that 
formerly dominated the world" and the complex challenges that face 
"the one organization that has, for several decades, sought to bring 
issues that confront people all over the world into a common arena." 
Three from that arena were on hand: Hamid Abdeljaber, Political 
Affairs Officer of 
the UN Secretary 
General's office, 
Elaine Valdov, 
Chairperson for 
the UN NGO 
Committee on 
the University 
for Peace, and 
Dorrie Weiss, a 
UN Representative for Economists Allied for Arms Reduction. 

Ms. Dorrie Weiss, first up, began by defining some of the ways 
in which the UN functions as a mediator in world affairs. "World 
problems [such as poverty, disease and pollution] don't have 
passports; they don't respect borders - and those borders are 
becoming increasingly permeable." Ms. Weiss gave a succinct 
description of the need for a world body such as the UN, citing such 
critical issues as arms control and the growing trans-national (and 
subsequently unaccountable) character of corporations. The UN 
"also gives a voice to the voiceless," she said; it allows those peoples 
whose countries have no direct role to play in (continued on page six) 
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geo-politics to have their needs and con-
cerns recognized and in some ways addressed. 

There are also, Ms. Weiss went on to 
say, an estimated 100 million refugees world-
wide who are fleeing war, poverty or politi-
cal oppression. "Poverty.., has the potential 
to become a threat everywhere," Ms. Weiss 
said, because this huge refugee population 
can and does have a destabilizing effect on 
those countries ill-prepared to accommo-
date a rapid influx of people. As the world 
becomes increasingly interconnected so in-
creases the sharing of those responsibilities. 

Elaine Valdov spoke of the many 
problems that face the UN as a world 
mediator. One is financial; the UN operates 
on a budget which is about the same as the 
NewYork City Fire Department. It does not 
have the structural or technological resources 
to deal with the problems that Dorrie Weiss 
listed. 'What is needed, said Ms. Valdov, is a 
"global paradigm shift." The governments 
and people of the world need to realize that 
a) all problems that the UN faces are global 
problems and b) these problems can only be 
solved by countries pooling their resources. 
"People have a limited 'caring capacity' in 
the world as a whole," Ms. Valdov went on 
to say, because problems are only seen in 
light of their local consequences. 

Finally, Hamid Abdeljaber discussed 
the goals that world leaders had in mind 
when the UN was founded in 1945. Initially, 
Mr. Abdeljaber said, the UN was charged 
with maintaining peace and security through 
a consensus of the Security Council. Each 
member of the Council had veto power over 
resolutions and this was seen as a "simple 
mechanism" for negotiating conflicts. How- 

ever, the cold war, which began in 1947, was 
a complex ground of shifting alignments, 
low intensity conflicts and all-out wars, and 
found the Security Council nearly para-
lyzed because of that very veto power. As the 
geopolitical scene became polarized, the 
superpowers stymied many attempts to ad-
dress other world issues such as poverty, 
hunger and disease. "There were over 240 
vetoes of resolutions during the cold war 
years," said Mr. Abdeljabr, "and not much 
could be done." In many cases, even when 
resolutions were passed on development, 
health or the problems of refugees, they 
were ineffectual because the superpowers 
were focused on their own interests. 

"Things began to change in the 
mid-80s when a new leadership came to power 
in the Soviet Union," Mr. Abdeljaber said, 
"and the UN began to feel the winds ofchange." 
During this period, the Security Council re-
solved to end the seven year Iran - Iraq war, 
Cuba withdrew from Angola and South Africa 
ended its occupation of Namibia. "None of 
these things could have happened without 
the new spirit of cooperation." 

Suddenly "the UN became like 911, 
everyone was calling in to get the UN to help 
solve its problems," Mr. Abdeljaber contin-
ued. While the UN has begun to play a more 
active role in confronting world problems, 
new problems such as ethnic and religious 
conflict have arisen since the end of the cold 
war. Mr. Abdeljaber concluded by saying 
that the UN is no longer seen as only a peace-
keeping organization, "if there is a peace 
to keep," but a "peace-making organiza-
tion." The so-called new world order has 
given the UN new challenges but also new 
abilities to meet those challenges, and to 
respond more immediately. 


