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Summary 

The international community finds itself facing unprecedented challenges. Last week, when I 

attended the UN General Assembly in New York, Wall Street - just like the banking sector in 

Belgium - found itself up against a global crisis of confidence. We are all concerned about 

the fallout this crisis may have on the world economy. The threat of global recession now 

looms over a world situation already characterised by a food crisis, soaring energy prices, 

climate change, terrorism and the risk of nuclear proliferation. 

The world's now becoming "multipolar". In that respect, 8 August 2008 was a key date, with 

China treating us to a unique spectacle, namely the opening ceremony of the Olympic 

Games, whilst Russia and Georgia clashed in a conflict that is jeopardising peace on the 

European continent. The bases of the balance we attained in the 1990s are being called into 

question. Faced with such challenges, all countries throughout the world really ought to be 

working together, but unfortunately this is either not the case at all or it is not happening 

enough. 

I'm convinced that we can only rise to the challenges confronting us by engaging in closer 

cooperation and more wholeheartedly embracing multilateralism, arming ourselves with 

more effective international institutions. Whether we like it or not, today all countries are 

more dependent on each other than they have ever been before. All UN member states are 

feeling the impact of crises, and actions taken by one country invariably impact on others. 

This certainly applies to the serious current financial crisis. If we stabilise the financial 

markets by taking proactive measures, that will not only help the major banks and their 

employees, but also businesses, consumers and citizens throughout the world, including in 

the least developed countries, which are already hard hit by abrupt rises in the cost of food 

and energy. Moreover, these countries are the least well equipped of all to deal with the 

credit crunch. 

But the need to stabilise the markets mustn't make us lose sight of some more fundamental 

lessons to be learned from this crisis. A number of medium- and long-term measures must 

prevent the world from once again falling victim to dubious financial management and 

speculation using borrowed money. There is no denying that the present crisis is too big for 

any single country to overcome, however powerful it may be. Better regulation of the 

financial markets is required, as is greater discipline in activities such as short selling, hedge 

funds and structured products. This can only be achieved at international level and with the 

cooperation of the world's major economies. 



Don't get me wrong: I'm very firmly convinced of the advantages of globalisation and free 

trade. Thanks to globalisation, hundreds of millions of people have escaped total poverty 

and are now leading better lives, even if wealth still remains far too unevenly distributed. 

The most developed countries have to take the lead here by improving the way in which the 

financial sector is organised. The European Union is already taking steps in this direction, 

but there's still a lot of work to be done. 

Up-and-coming major economic powers like Brazil, India, China and South Africa need 

balanced, open trade if the further development of their economies is to obey the ground 

rules of international trade. For that reason, we too must find the political will to ensure that 

the Doha negotiations, which ran aground in Geneva back in July, are resumed again. 

We must also take our responsibility and find solutions for the food crisis, the spectacular 

increase in energy prices and also the causes and consequences of global warming. These 

formidable challenges are interlinked and underscore the need for sustainable development. 

No individual country can simply deal with these issues at national level. The only real 

solutions we will find are those that are globally implemented. With this in mind, we have to 

bring the talks scheduled for December next year in Copenhagen about a renewed climate 

agreement to a successful conclusion. 

A national response cannot provide an antidote to the glaring inequalities regarding 

development. The whole world is responsible for distributing the fruits of economic growth 

more fairly, and the Millennium Goals must continue to guide our efforts in this connection. 

A UN conference held in Doha at the end of 2008 will assess the consensus reached in 

Monterrey about how to finance development. Developed countries must make greater 

efforts, and I'm sticking to the strong commitment made by our country to earmark 0.7% of 

its GDP to development aid, starting in 2010. Of course, this is a shared responsibility, and 

it is important that we more effectively target the use to which development aid is put. As a 

result, I shall continue trying to actively promote good governance. 

Where good governance is concerned, the problems associated with raw materials are close 

to my heart. I am in no way questioning the sovereignty of any country whatsoever, but 

sovereignty does go hand in hand with responsibilities. Natural resources can provide the 

driving force needed for development and thus lift a given population out of poverty, but 

only if the riches in question are exploited in a transparent manner. Unfortunately, we know 

from bitter experience that this frequently doesn't happen and that the illegal exploitation of 

raw materials merely fuels conflicts. Therefore, efforts need to be made to boost 

transparency in the raw materials sector and combat their illegal exploitation. Following a 

debate on this subject organised by Belgium last year in the UN Security Council, our 

diplomats are now pressing for a broad discussion of natural resources in the UN General 

Assembly. 

As a member of the Security Council, Belgium is currently right at the heart of the 

international system. Past experience has further firmed my resolve to work towards 

efficient multilateralism. Such efficiency can be achieved not only by setting up appropriate 

structures and mechanisms, but also - indeed, especially - by showing political will in the 

international community to make them work. Having said that, unfortunately, I note the 



emergence of a phenomenon I call "sovereignism". Please take this the right way. I have 

tremendous respect for national sovereignty, which is a fundamental cornerstone of our 

international system. But sovereignty also entails the State in question living up to its 

responsibilities vis-à-vis both the international community and, above all, its people. No 

sovereign nation may deny its people's needs for development, safety and security, the rule 

of law or human rights. Sovereignty does not provide a "blank cheque" to behave in a 

manner that runs counter to the values and obligations to which we members of the United 

Nations have subscribed. 

Sovereignty must be a positive force and definitely not an excuse for failing to take one's 

responsibilities or to heed international and humanitarian obligations. Otherwise, it will 

become "sovereignism", i.e. the abuse of sovereignty as an alibi to hide behind to escape 

one's obligations. 

All too frequently, the argument about respecting sovereignty is held up to prevent the 

international community intervening at a time when a situation is clearly escalating, 

entailing the suffering of a population and serious human rights violations. We are all 

familiar with examples of this: Myanmar, Darfur, Zimbabwe and eastern Congo are all 

situations in which we have been forced to take our responsibility in a bid to protect the 

populations in question. Whenever a sovereign state declares that it is unable - or, worse 

still, unwilling to do this - the international community must assume responsibility. There 

are various in which this can be done, ranging from humanitarian instruments and civil crisis 

management to peacekeeping missions and preventive crisis management. 

The fight against impunity belongs in this same context. Belgium has long advocated the 

principle that lasting peace cannot be achieved without justice. In the first instance this can 

be done by shoring up the rule of law and respective national judiciary, namely before, 

during and after a conflict. For dealing with the most serious crimes, we are active 

proponents of the development of international criminal law. Now is not the time to allow 

doubts to arise about our active support for the International Criminal Court by proposing 

other "regional" solutions, like some others are doing - all the more since the ICC is now 

launching its first trials. 

Belgium is satisfied with the progress made in the United Nations with respect to crisis 

management and the exceptional extension of peacekeeping missions. Belgium is in favour 

of the renewal and reinforcement of the mandate of MONUC, which is essential if eastern 

Congo is to be given any prospect of a solution to the conflict going on there, thus avoiding 

any Somalia-like scenario. Belgium is also happy with the efforts made by regional 

organisations and their cooperation with the United Nations. In this context, for example, 

I'm thinking of the cooperation between the European Union and the United Nations in Chad 

or the Central African Republic. 

We will shortly be celebrating the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. This is surely an appropriate time to reiterate the values we stand for, values that 

the international community advocates and which we as UN member states have to uphold 

in practice for the benefit of our people and greater wellbeing around the world. I intend to 

keep harping on about this responsibility, especially since it seems that it is being called into 



question at a time when we find ourselves facing some difficult challenges. We must jointly 

assume this responsibility, on the basis of the values we share. That is the real challenge we 

face, and we will only be able to find solutions if we step up both international cooperation 

and our multilateral approach 


