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Making the United Nations Relevant to All

by Maria Fernanda Espinosa

As world leaders are convening in New
York for the annual United Nations
General Assembly, I am only the fourth
woman to preside over the gathering
and the first from Latin America and the
Caribbean. During my mandate, I am
determined to fight against all forms of
discrimination, gender discrimination
being one of the key priorities of my
tenure.

I was elected by the Member States to
serve their interests, and in my year
of office I intend to do just that. The
General Assembly is the closest that we
have to a world Parliament, but even
as Heads of State and Government
from around the globe gather under
its huge dome on Manhattan's East
River to debate the big challenges of
our times, we have to face the fact that
political differences are deepening.
A shared sense of common purpose,
needed for finding effective solutions
to those challenges, is looking ever
more elusive. Indeed, many of the
multilateral agreements that the United

Nations has painstakingly achieved
in recent decades are being seriously
questioned.

It is all too often forgotten that the
United Nations Charter begins with the
words “We the peoples”. This reflected a
collective determination and optimism
that was outward looking and inclusive
following from the privations and
horrors of the Second World War. I
strongly believe that we have to make
the United Nations relevant to all people
while encouraging all Member States to
recognize the shared responsibilities
required to ensure peaceful, equitable
and sustainable societies.

Part of that process must surely be to
better inform the public of the UN's key
role in bringing nations together in order
to get agreement on everything from
climate change to Middle East peace and
from security to migrant rights. We need
to remind people of the vital role that a
whole panoply of UN agencies play in
serving people around the clock.

Maria Fernanda Espinosa Garcés is President-elect of the 73rd Session of the United
Nations General Assembly and a former Foreign Minister of Ecuador.
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But an important part of that process
is to acknowledge that, in the minds
of many people, the international
community has lost its way. Indeed,
one of the greatest challenges we now
face is a widespread lack of trust in
the political institutions established to
serve all citizens but increasingly seen
as favouring the select few.

While the UN can only ever be as
effective as Members States want it to
be, we also have to act on the reality that
some of the architecture of the post-
world-war era needs a major overhaul.
Terrible conflicts continue inside some
countries, with all of the destruction,
degradation and misery that the UN
was established to prevent.

If we are to restore confidence in
multilateralism and reverse the slide
into isolationism, extreme forms of
nationalism and xenophobia as well
as an ever-present threat of violent
extremism, we have to acknowledge
that none of these forces arise from a
vacuum. So while I want to focus much
of my efforts on a range of issues from
environmental action, particularly
around the global scourge of plastic
pollution, to ensuring the enjoyment
of fundamental rights of persons with
disabilities and prioritising the needs
of the world's 68.5 million refugees,
we have to recognise the growing
inequality and joblessness that is
helping to fuel a real sense of frustration
in rich and poor countries alike.

I first became an ambassador to
the UN for my country, Ecuador, in
March 2008. Just six months later the
collapse of Lehman Brothers triggered
a devastating financial crisis which

recalled the collapse of the 1930s. The
catastrophes of that period were largely
avoided, but much of the frustration
today reflects a decade-long struggle to
deal with the aftermath of that crisis in
a fair and timely manner.

This lies behind a growing but
dangerous view that individual
nation states can act more effectively
by themselves than in concert with
others. We not only need to show that
multilateralism can be more effective
than wunilateral action but ensure
that national policy makers have the
room to mitigate the forces having a
devastating effect over people's jobs
and livelihoods.

One of my top priorities this year
will be to highlight the best research,
analysis and policy recommendations
being developed by Member States
and a variety of experts in our various
UN organisations that are aimed at
providing decent and meaningful work
for young people, women, those with
disabilities and the unemployed.

The better societies we all want to see
are predicated to a very large degree on
building virtuous circles of economic,
social and physical well-being that
can lift all boats. This goal informed
the hopes and ambitions of those who
helped build the United Nations from
the ashes of the Second World War, and
it informs my hopes and ambitions as
I prepare to take office. If I can use my
office to help focus global opinion and
political leadership towards seeking
solutions together, then I will have
succeeded, I hope, in part in making
the United Nations more relevant to
those we serve.
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