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A Dubious Consensus

t was only with difficulty that an open confron-

tation of the developing and industrialised coun-
tries was avoided at the first UN General As-
sembly Conference devoted to commodities and
development issues. After more than three weeks
of tough negotiations it ended with the adoption
of a basic declaration and a programme for
action. The consensus on the two resolutions —
the most muted form of assent known under the
UN protocol — in no way alters the fact that the
ideas on a new economic order set forth in the
resolutions are largely incompatible with the
economic order as conceived by the western in-
dustrialised countries.

The adoption of the two papers had been preced-
ed by a controversy between the representatives
of the LDCs and the industrialised states. The
countries of the Third World originally submitted
a resolution which was a challenge to combat by
the “poor” to the “rich“ rather than an appeal
for joint efforts by both. It met with a rebuttal.
A consensus of the 135 participating states was
only reached after another, on various — though
not by any means all — points toned-down draft
had been produced. Even this draft still contains
enough that is controvertible and ambiguous.

A number of the claims and proposals in the two
final documents are still more or less completely
rejected by the industrialised states. Amongst
them are, i. a., commodity cartels, compensation
payments for past exploitation of natural re-
sources in LDCs by foreign states, the right to
nationalisation of natural resources (without men-
tion of adequate compensation in conformity with
international law), unilateral preferences for LDCs
in world trade, a price link between raw materials
and industrial goods, and renegotiation of debt
agreements with LDCs.

Why then did the industrialised states give way
after all and pass the papers? They may have
been swayed by the realisation that an inter-
national economic order which leaves 70 p.c. of
the world’s population with only 30 p.c. of global
incomes must, objectively, be regarded as in
urgent need of reform. Besides, the Third World
representatives had threatened to set aside all
the assiduously negotiated compromises if the

industrialised countries opposed the papers, and
to put their original, more astringent drafts to the
vote: this would not have involved any risk on
their part since the LDCs command a two-thirds
majority in the General Assembly. Decisive how-
ever was probably the fact that the resolutions
are not legally binding but merely recommen-
dations and guidelines.

The consensus is of dubious value in these con-
ditions. Having reluctantly acquiesced in the
resolutions and having registered substantial
reservations later in plenary session, the indus-
trialised states can hardly be expected to join
with any marked enthusiasm in carrying out the
basic propositions of the programme. It is to be
feared therefore that the resolutions will remain
empty promises. In the end they will only tend to
undermine the reputation of the United Nations
which has already taken a heavy battering from
previous, similarly unworkable resolutions.

The concept for closing the incomes gap between
industrialised and developing countries which has
been adopted leaves much to be desired also
from the point of view of the “Fourth World*“, the
group of the 27 poorest countries which are
devoid of raw materials and of industries. Their
long-term interests differ from those of countries
which have economic weapons at their disposal
and can use their strength to speed their devel-
opment. The poorest of the poor have been hit
hardest by the massive price rises for petroleum
products, especially chemical fertilizers., They
would again be hit very hard if the prices of other
raw materials were hoisted as intended, partly
through the increase in the prices of essential
industrial products for development which would
be caused by the rise in the costs of production.

That even these “least developed countries”,
though threatened by economic disaster, have set
their political interest in the ,united anti-impe-
rialist front“ above their economic well-being,
shows how bitterly past injuries are evidently still
being resented in the bloc of LDCs. The have-nots
of the world are no longer content with benev-
olent words expressing understanding of their
problems and predicaments — they want to see

deeds at last. Claus Hamann
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