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Honorable Prime Minister, Lyonpo Sangay Ngedup

Honorable Speaker of the National Assembly

Honorable Lyonpos

Venerable Dorji Lopen

Excellencies, the Ambassadors of 

Dashos, Aums

Heads of Partner Organisations

Ladies and Gentlemen

Today marks the 60th anniversary of the founding of the United Nations.  Although each UN anniversary witnesses difficult events in one part of the world or the other, this year marks a particularly challenging year for the UN organisation itself.  I refer now to the larger UN system --- the intergovernmental UN bodies and the UN Secretariat (not the UN development agencies per se – although we are all part of the same family).  

The United Nations is one of those institutions that, to coin a phrase, has a way of getting caught in the “savage cross-fire between uncritical lovers and unloving critics”.  When its endeavours are crowned with success, member states rightly claim them as their own.  But when the UN meets with failure, it is abandoned and left to face the flack alone.  

In recent years, people who view the world through the prism of crises like Iraq have sometimes claimed that the UN is irrelevant to the big issues of international peace and security – either because the UN could not stop a war they thought was wrong, or because it did not support a war they thought was right.  This view is mistaken.  It reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of what the UN is and does.  

The UN is fundamentally two things:  it is a forum for dialogue and for bridging divergent positions among Member States on pressing global concerns, and it is a set of moral norms and international standards established collectively by Member States, many portions of which are now considered international law.

The forces at work in today’s world mean that, for good or ill, we are all increasingly dependent on each other.   Pick almost any issue confronting our world today -- terrorism, nuclear proliferation, AIDS, Avian flu, natural disasters, global warming, poverty, trade – and we will find that meaningful solutions require international dialogue and cooperation.  It is the UN that offers forums for such exchange to build mutual understanding, and to quietly bring parties closer together in line with the noble principles enshrined in the Charter.  

In today’s globalised world, the UN is anything but irrelevant.   But are its services adequate, efficient, effective?  Is the UN up to the global challenges of today’s world?  Sometimes yes; sometimes no.  A big problem for the UN today is its institutional and managerial design which dates from the 1940s, and was never allowed to significantly evolve in tandem with rapidly changing times. Many UN reform packages have been tabled, but Member States have turned them down.  A good deal of the failings behind the widely publicised Oil for Food programme actually resulted from the organisation’s tangle of mandates, convoluted managerial practices and institutional inefficiencies that Member States have, time and again, chosen to ignore rather than to redress.  This is not to deter from the serious charges brought against the UN in recent months.  

But, for example, what many people forget is that the Oil for Food programme was badly implemented largely because it was badly designed by the UN Security Council member states.  UN Peacekeeping operations often arrive too late and are under-equipped because UN Member States cannot agree on priorities nor fund them adequately to achieve their aims.  

Hon’ble Prime Minister, Lyonpos, Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The 60th anniversary of the UN is not only special because it is our diamond jubilee and we have all grown decidedly older and greyer together; it is special because the historic UN Summit last month has given us hope that the UN can be meaningfully reformed to perform the indispensable work entrusted to it.

For the first time, agreements were reached that enable the SG to improve the Secretariat’s accountability and oversight function, refresh its staff, review mandates of over 5 years so as to rationalise the organisation’s multiple missions.  This agreement has already enabled the SG to make sweeping changes to UN staff rules that include, for example, the requirement of financial disclosure from senior staff.  A total rehaul of the oversight and audit function is also underway.

With respect to Peacekeeping, the Summit agreed to create a standing UN civilian police capacity and to establish a Peacebuilding Commission.  This will enable the UN to respond immediately to crises, as soon as the Security Council reaches its decisions.

In the area of Development, the Summit universally endorsed the MDG goals and targets without reservation and rich countries agreed to raise ODA levels by billions of dollars per year to fight poverty.    

And on Human Rights, there was agreement to double the budget of the High Commission on Human Rights that has been operating on shoe string resources for decades.  The proposal to establish an Human Rights Council to replace the discredited Human Rights Commission was also approved.  And there was collective acceptance of the global responsibility to protect populations from the gravest human rights violations of all – genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.  This is a milestone in UN norm setting. 

These achievements have been largely ignored by the international press that chose mostly to highlight the Summit’s failings.  Indeed, there were some big disappointmenns.  No agreement could be reached to include the topics of nuclear arms proliferation and expansion of the Security Council membership at the Summit.  And references to climate change were weak.  However, the negative press verdict on the Summit overlooks its important successes. 

The UN now faces an important crossroads.  It has been granted the go-ahead to undertake some important management changes and to propose institutional reforms back to Member States.  It must deliver on these and negotiate even deeper reforms.  

At such a juncture in the organisation’s life, it is helpful not only to look at pure managerial and institutional issues.  It is also important to infuse the original founding principles behind the UN’s creation into the change process, to impregnate UN reform with preoccupation for the common good and for peaceful co-existence.  

In this spirit I wish to continue with a few citations from one of the leading authorities on the UN’s founding principles, our late Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold, who served from 1953-61.  

“[The United Nations is] the embodiment of an ideal and the symbol of an approach to international life which recognises the common interest of all in the rejection of the use of force, in any form, as a means for settling disputes and in adherence to the principle of law, justice, and human rights.”

“World organisation is still a new adventure in human history.  It needs much perfecting in the crucible of experience and there is no substitute for time in that respect.”

“The United Nations finds itself in a difficult stage of its development.  It is still too weak to provide the security desired by all, while being strong enough and alive enough effectively to point out the direction in which the solution must be sought.  In its present phase the Organisation may look to many like a preacher who cannot impose the law he states or realize the gospel he interprets.

It is easy to say that it is pointless to state the law if it cannot be enforced.  However, to do so is to forget that if the law is the inescapable law of the future, it would be treason to the future not to state the law simply because of the difficulties of the present.  Indeed, how could it ever become a living reality if those who are responsible for its development were to succumb to the immediate difficulties arising when it is still a revolutionary element in the life of society?

We should, rather, recognise the United Nations for what it is – an admittedly imperfect but indispensable instrument of nations in working for a peaceful evolution towards a more just and secure world order.  The dynamic forces at work in this stage of human history have made world organisation necessary.  The balance of these forces has also set the limits within which the power of world organisation can develop at each step and beyond which progress, will be possible only by processes of organic growth in the system of custom and law prevailing in the society of nations....  These processes of adjustment take time”.  

“The greatest need today is to blunt the edges of conflict among the nations.  If properly use, the United Nations can serve a diplomacy of reconciliation better than other instruments available to Member States.  All the varied interests and aspirations of the world meet in its precincts upon the common ground of the Charter.  Conflicts may persist for long period without an agreed solution and groups of States may actively defend special and regional interests.  Nevertheless, and in spite of temporary developments in the opposite direction under the influence of acute tension, the tendency in the United Nations is to wear away, or break down, differences, thus helping toward solutions which approach the common interest and application of the principles of the Charter”.  

“Whatever doubts history may cast, I believe that the hope for a world of peace and order, inspired by respect for man, has never ceased to agitate the minds of men.” 

“The United Nations is an instrument of faith.”  

These are the inspiring words of Dag Hammarsjold, our second United Nations Secretary General, which seem as pertinent today as they were when they were penned.  

Hon’ble Prime Minister, Lyonpos, Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen:  Throughout my almost 20 years with the UN, I have often wondered where are the world leaders who still believe passionately in the ideals of the UN and yearn longingly for a better world future built on common understandings, cooperation and compassion – yearnings that many moons ago led to the UN’s creation.  After almost four years in Bhutan, I believe that this country’s leaders resonate to these ideals – in thought and in deed.  I don’t mean to imply that no other country’s leaders do.  But unfortunately, world leadership today, especially in those countries so instrumental in the birth of the UN 60 years ago, no longer speak passionately to these ideals.

The philosophy of His Majesty the King, embodied so beautifully in the concept of Gross National Happiness, is not only the vision for Bhutan.  It is the secret and sacred dream of all true internationalists.  

I wish to support those among you, Honorable Prime Minister, Lyonpos, Dashos/Aum, those of you who feel that it is now time for Bhutan to speak up louder on the world stage, alongside others who have quietly but diligently kept the spark of that dream for a better world future alive.  I, too, believe it is time for Bhutan to reach out with its noble ideals to try to rekindle global concern for the common interest and the public good.  Many people across the globe secretly long for it.  

May I conclude with this ardent hope:  that just as His Majesty wished that Bhutan’s beautiful natural environment be a gift to humanity; may His Majesty’s noble concept of Gross National Happiness also be a precious gift of Bhutan to humanity, a humanity deeply in need of it.

On behalf of the entire UN system in Bhutan, I extend our warmest thanks to the Royal Government for organising this most beautiful and meaningful ceremony for the UN in its 60th year.

Thank you and Tashi Delek
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