
Responses ti, a “sense of urgency” 

Cancun: Step Forward or Lost Opportunity? 

BY JEREMIAH NOVAK 

It was in May, 1974, at the Sixth Special Session of 
the United Nations, that a majority of the nations 
of the world, overriding Westem objections, passed 
a resolution that called for the establishment of a 
New International Economic Order. This resolu- 
tion put on a new plane the issues’raised in 1964 at 
the first session of thz U.N. Conference on Trade 
and Development when Raul Prebisch, the UNC- 
TAD secretary general, had called in his opening 
speech for a new intemational order. 

Since 1974 a number of conferences and discus- 
sions have been held about how to implement the 
new order. In 1975, in the wake of a memorable 
speech read by then UN. Ambassador Daniel Pat- 
rick Moynihan that rcflected a more conciliatory 
posture by Seczetary of State Henry Kissinger, the 
U.N. Seventh Special Session passed a revised dec- 
laration. That same year, at Kingston, lamaica, Ar- 
ticle IV of the htemational Monetary Fund‘s 
constitution was altered significantly to legitimize 
floating exchange ratcs and to set the stage for a 
gradual restructuring of the IMF through the crea- 
tion of a global reserve currency that might some- 
day replacc the U.S. dollar as the medium of 
international trade. In Nairobi in 1976, at another 
UNCTAD conference, the U.S. accepted the prin- 
ciple, if it could not agree to a method, of establish- 
ing a fund to regulate the price of raw materials. 

In 1977 in Pans, global negotiations between de- 
‘veloped and developing countries ended inconclu- 
sively despite U.S. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance‘s 
call for a variant to .the Third World‘s approach, 
which he called a New Intemational Economic Sys- 
tem. In 1979 a ncw intcmational trade treaty passed 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GAlT] over the objections of the Third World na- 
tions, while another UNCTAD conference, this 
time. Manila, brought no agreement. By 1979 the 
initial burst of energy to reform the structure of the 
world economy appeared spent. 

About this time the president of the World Bank, 
Robert McNamara, called for an assembly of nota- 
bles to discuss ways to get global economic negoti- 
ations under way. He chose for this project former 
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West German Chancellor Willy Brandt, and in 1980 
the notables published what came to be known as 
the Brandt Report or, officially, NorthlSourh: A Pro- 
grum for Survival (MIT Press, 1980). 

The purpose of the’report was to get’global nego- 
tiations moving again after the failure of the Con- 
ference on“ Intemational Economic Cooperation 
(CIEC) talks in Paris and UNCTAD in Manila. It did 
succeed in launching a new round of discussions, to 
begin with a conference of the heads of state of the 
leading countries of the free world (defined as any- 
one who belongs to the IMF-GAT-World Bank 
System) at Cancun, Mexico. 

This seventeen-year history of discussions and 
conferences was the essential background to Can- 
cun. The Brandt Report, which underlay the discus- 
sion, was an attempt to bring inCo perspective the 
best suggestions of North and South and to get the 
heads of state to agree to resume the .negotiati.ng 
process with a sense of urgency and in a manner that 
satisfied both developed and developing nations. As 
Willy Brandt said prior to the conference: “This 
meeting will have to be a measure ‘in terms of 
‘whether the Americansgive the signal for the global 
negotiations to begin ,again between North and 
South within the. framework of the United Na- 

fl tions.” 

THE U.S. POSITION 
A major question for the conference:was how far the 
U.S. would go in continuing the negotiations, for 
the U.S. had been taking a stubbom stand - not on 
substantive questions but on procedural ones. 

In five UNCTAD conferences (1964, 1968, 1972, 
1976, 1979) the U.S., usually in tandem with its al- 
lies, had voted “no” to resolution after resolution. 
Indeed, as one reviews the votes and intcrventions 
and the reasoning behind them, one detects in the 
U.S. position a certain disdain for the whole process. 
In 1974, at the U.N.’s Sixth Special Session, the U.S. 
ambassador to the U.N. labeled the voting of the 

. Third World the work of a “tyrannical majority.” 
Even in 1977 at CIEC, where a smaller group.of na- 
tions met in a forum designed by.the U.S., the Amer- 
ican position was all but unbending. 

In still other negotiations, in the IMF,.the World 
Bank, and GATT, where voting is weighted by eco- 
nomic contribution, the U.S. had been more forth- 

* 



coming, especially in the Carter years. In these 
three institutions, formea in 1944 at the insistence 
of the U.S. at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, to be 
the backbone of .the ‘postwar intemational econ- 
.amy, the U.S. has played a constructive role in re- 
cent years. Funding of the LMF and the World Bank 
is now greatly enhanced; terms of loans, especially 
after the oil crisis, are greatly softened; and leiders 
of both institutions, especially Robert McNamara, 
have been “sensitive” to Third World needs. 

The contrast between U.S. cooperation in the 
specialized agencies and U.S. delaying tactics in 
U.N. forums, whether UNCTAD or the General As- 
sembly, has been a feature ofthe whole negotiating 
process. In the specialized agencies, where Westem 
financial coittributions guarantee a strong Westcm 
voice, the U.S. is innovative. In U.N. forums, where 
the one-nation one-vote rule is in effect, the U.S. 
stance reflects its beljef that it cannot  car^ the ma- 
jority of nations to its side. 

When preparations for Cancun were under way, 
the Reagan administration assumed the same pos- 
ture. The U.S. would not consent to a Conference ’ 
based on “voting,” and insisted there be no agenda 
and that no binding communiqub be issued. Quite 
simply, the U.S. would not enter into negotiations 
in a U.N. forum unless four conditions were ful- 
filled: that there be a “practical” and “case-by-case” 
approach; “respect for the competence, functions 
and powers of specialized agencies!‘; “mutually 
beneficial policics” that aid rich and poor nations; 
and that “an atmosphere of cooperative spirit” pre- 
vail. President Reagan’s second condition, “re- 
spect” for the integrity of the Specialized agencies, 
proved to be the sticking point. 

At Cancun ncither the Third World nor the U.S. 
got what it wanted. At the end of the conference the 
report of the co-chairmen concentrated on what 
Cancun had achieved in terms of furthcr negotia- 
tions. Their statement - the subject of all reports 
and discussions of Cancun - reads as follows: . 

t 

The heads of state and govcmments confirmed the de- 
sirability of supporting at the United Nations, with (1 
sense of urgency, a consensus to launch global ncgotia-. 
tions on a basis to be mutually agrccd and in circum- 
stances offering the prospcct of meaningful progress. 
Some countries insisted that .the compctcnce of the 
specialized agcncies not be affcctcd [emphasis added]. 

The impact of this statement is threefold. First, 
the heads of state agreed that actions to reform the 
global .economy were necessary and urgent. This 
followed the language of all the Third World and Eu- 
ropean public statements at the conference. Second, 
all the heads of state agreed the U.N. would be the 
proper forum fDr these discussions, despite the one- 
nation one-vote rulc. However, the U.S. insisted on 
the clauses that called for U.N. global negotiations 
to be held (1) “on a basis to be mutually agrced” and 
(2) “in circumstances offering the prospect of mean- 
ingful progress.” These two qualifiers, according to 
Prime Minister Trudeau of Canada, “begged the 

question.” At the end of the conference no one was 
quite sure how the U.N. negotiations would be ar- 
ranged. 

The third part of the final statement frustrated 
the US. Whereas all heads of state agreed on U.N. 
global negotiations with two qualifyingclauses, the 
second sentence mentions that only “some coun- 
tries” insisted that the competence of the special- 
ized agencies be respected. The U.S. strategy had 
failed, and only the U.S. was insisting on proteGting 
the Specialized agencies. 

By the logic of this statement, the U.S. is commit- 
ted to U.N. discussions but no one else is commit- 
ted to the independence of ‘the specialized agencies. 
Every Third World leader who offered a briefing on 
the conference felt that the US. had made some- 
thing of a compromise but had failed to meet Third 
World demands fully. The U.S., on’ the other hand, 
took the position that its demands had been met. 
The final Cancun statement suggests that the Third 
Wor,ld interpretation is nearer the truth, yet the 
small U.S. concession seems hardly worth the ex- 
pense of the effort. 

SUBSTANTIVE ISSUES 
While the United States was concentrating on mat- 
ters of procedure, other delegates, including our Eu- 
ropean and Japanese allies, were concentrating 
more on substantive issues, on specific proposals to 
restructure the world economy. And as soon as the 
discussion switched to substantive issucs, the U.S. 
offered its agreement or disagreement but failed to 
offer any  altemativcs. 

Despite the U.S. attempt to keep intact the di- 
chotomy between the U.N. and the specialized 
agencies, everyones- including the U.S. - under- 
stood that unless the specialized agencies changed, 
there could be no reform of the intemational econ- 
omy. The U.S., by separating the U.N. forums from 
those of the Specialized agencies, could bc seeking 
only to control the speed and kind of structural 
changes that will have to be made. 

For example, three nations - France, Britain, and 
Algeria - supported the formation of a new com- 
mon commodity fund to support the prices of raw 
materials tQ benefit consumers and Third World 
producers; such a fund would alter greatly the func- 
tion of GATT. And nearly a11 the nations supported 
the establishment of an “energy affiliate,” a new de- 
partment of the World Bank, to aid developingcoun- 
tries .in exploration and production of energy 
resources. Moreover, .the conference agreed, ‘at the 
insistence of Algeria and with the support of Japan 
and Nigeria, to draw up a plan for the eradication of 
hunger by the year 2000; again, a change in World 
Bank and IMF funding is implied. Finally, such mat- 
ters as strengthening the IMF through making its 
operations more like a global central bank and find- 
ing ways to increas.e the voice of developing nations 
in decisions of the World Rank and IMF were also 
raised for future discussion. ’ 

Indeed, as soon as the conference moved from pro- 
cedural issues to substantive ones - food, trade, 
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commodities, energy, intemational finance, and in- 
dustrialization - the present structure of the three 
specialized agencies began to tremble. And remark- 
ably, on most substantive issues, especially trade, 
food, and aid for the least-developed nations, the 
U.S. position was not very far from that of other 
nations, 

President Franqois Mitterrand of France also put 
forth a multifaceted action program that dealt with 
all phases of the intemational economy. His pro- 
gram is certain to receive further study, for it con- 
tained a proposal to shift the development process 
from “export-led growth,”as is now required by the 
rules of the system, to “self-centered develop- 
ment,” whereby developing countries produce first 
for the home market and only second for export. My 
o m  talks with officials of developing countries in- 
dicated that these proposals were among the most 
radical ever offered by a developed country. 

Still another comprehensive action program was 
proposed by Chancellor Bruno Kreisky of Austria, 
who, though ill and unable to attend the conference, 
sent a message that called for an immediate four- 
point program analogous to the Marshall Plan. This 
program was supported by France, Japan, Nigeria, 
Tanzania, India, and Algeria, and no doubt will reap- 
pear as soon as the next step of negotiations is de- 
cided upon. 

Finally, President Marcos of the Philippines sup- 
ported an action program on behalf of the nations of 
Southeast Asia. His proposals, while offering noth- 
ing new, represent issues that will be the meat of all 
future discussions. 

’ 

SENSE OF URGENCY 
Of all the contributions to the conference, those of 
Mexico’s President Lopez Portillo most deserve 
study before future negotiations take place. In his 
opening speech Portillo stressed the themes of the 
conference: the need for urgent action to reform the 
structure of the system and reform of the special- 
ized agencies to deal with the problems of “stagfla- 
tion” in the North and to accelerate development in 
the South. He stressed that the c a l  for a new inter- 
national economic order no longer is simply a call 
by and for the developingcountrics; the crisis in the 
industrialized countries of high interest rates, un- 
employment, and inflation can be solved only in a 
global context. 

It was Indira Gandhi who inserted the clause 
about global negotiations taking place in the U.N. 
with “asense of urgency.” At base, Mrs. Gandhi was 
referring to the problems of hunger and poverty. In 
this sense the phrase is an appeal to conscience. In 
another sense the phrase refers to a situation that 
affects world security, one that could lead to revo- 
lution, civil breakdown, or war. As one of her aides, 
Romesh Bandari, put it: “The patience of the poor 
and near poor is not to be taken for granted. The as- 
sassination of Sadat, unrest in Africa in nation after 
nation, the radical movements in Central America 
are but examples of the security aspects of failure to 
take action to accelerate economic development.” 
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And in yet another sensc, the one used by Presi- 
dent Mitterrand and others, the “sense of urgency’’ 
refers to the potential breakdown of the world econ- 
omy. The debt burdens of poor nations, increasing 
protectionism, the threat of a shutoff in oil, increas- 
ing unemployment in the West - all suggest that 
the world economy is a house of cards and could, as 
in 1929, set off a.chain reaction leading to depres- 
sion. 

What separated the U.S. delegation from both its 
allies and the nations of the South was its failure to 
share the same sense of urgency. While its very pres- 
ence at Cancun indicated that the U.S. was, as Sec- 
retary of State Haig said, concerned with the 
humanitarian, security, and structural problems of 
the world economy, the haggling over procedures 
and appropriate forums betrayed anything but a 
sense of urgency. 

Instead, Mr. Reagan delivered sermons on free en- 
terprise. These fell on deaf ears - but not because 
anyone disagreed. All the nations at the conference 
and 90 per cent of the Third World, excepting China, 
Vietnam, Cuba, and North Korea, practice some 
form of free enterprise. The New International Eco- 
nomic Order, prepared mostly by Latin American 
economists, likewise emphasizes free enterprise. 
As the foreign minister of Nigeria put it, “we accept 
the role of markets, multinational companies, in- 
centives, private property.” Reagan‘s preaching to 
the converted was, in short, a waste of time. 

Moreover, if the U.S. had shared the sense of ur- 
gency, it could have madf specific proposals to re- 
form the specialized agencies. Why go to Cancun 
unless there was an urgent need for such a confer- 
ence? And if there was such a ne.ed, why was the 
U.S.content to sit back and review others’ proposals 
without making any of its own? Are there no U.S. 
economists‘able to propose reforms that might be of 
mutual benefit to North and South? From this view- 
point, the U.S. position at Cancun lacked not only a 
sensc of urgency but a sense of imagination as well. 

By offering imaginative structural alterations and 
increased capitalization of the World Bank, the U.S. 
could accelerate development of a new global re- 
serve currency to replace the U.S. dollar in the IMF, 
a new department of the World Bank for agricultural 
projects, a GATT department for commodity price 
stabilization, a GATT system of monitoring mul- 
tinationals, and more. These are substantive steps 
that would gain support in the Third World and 
would preserve the character, if not the operations, 
of the specialized agencies. 

One had the feeling upon leaving Cancun that the 
U.S. had been given an opportunity to demonstrate 
cooperation and goodwill and had failed to do so. 
Perhaps there is yet time, perhaps the sense-of ur- 
gency is only mislayed. It remains to be seen 
whether Cancun will be judged a constructive step 
along the way to global negotiations or an opportu- 
nity sadly lost. lwvi 


