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Initiatives on Mediation and Preventive Diplomacy at the UN
Mediation and preventive diplomacy were both topics of diplomatic discussions at the United Nations in
2011. On 22 June, the General Assembly approved by consensus a resolution affirming the importance of mediation as a tool for conflict prevention and resolution. The strong support for this resolution was, in part, generated
by a newly formed Group of Friends of Mediation, which has been co-chaired by Finland and Turkey. The resolution highlights the work of the Department of Political Affairs– which backstops all of the UN’s political missions
except that in Afghanistan - and its Mediation Support Unit.
The resolution calls on other organizations to enhance their mediation capacities, in addition to encouraging governments to invest more in mediation. This General Assembly resolution reflects a growing focus on
diplomatic crisis management across the UN system, which has also resulted in increased attention to the role
of political missions. This link was made explicit in a report by the Secretary-General to the Security Council
on preventive diplomacy, published in September 2011. The report highlights the role of political missions in
preventive diplomacy, and underscores the importance of regional political offices, i.e. UNOCA, UNOWA and
UNRCCA. In outlining the UN’s role in preventive diplomacy, the report uses both UNOWA’s involvement in
averting election-related violence in Guinea and UNRCCA’s contribution to avoiding a full-blown ethnic conflict
in Kyrgyzstan as examples.
The Secretary-General’s report situates political missions among the UN’s other preventive tools, including the
Security Council’s leverage, the work of individual envoys and peacekeeping operations. The report illustrates
how recent preventive diplomacy engagements by the UN and its partners have made a difference on the ground
in a range of different contexts. It highlights some of the challenges preventive efforts continue to face and makes
general observations on the future of preventive diplomacy, highlighting the need for better information-sharing
between the UN and other organizations and improved training of the UN’s staff.

view, the issue is not its own capacity to engage,
but the government’s disposition towards this
engagement. Proposals by the Secretary-General
for the establishment of a United Nations field
presence in support of the good offices mandate,
for example, have yet to be agreed to by the government of Myanmar.
The second constraint facing the UN – the
limited political tools at the disposal of the UN
–is due to deep divisions within the international
community on how to respond to the situation
inside Myanmar. While some states, particularly
in the West, frame the issue in terms of dialogue
with Aung San Suu Kyi and human rights, others emphasize respect for sovereignty, oppose on
principle country-specific human rights resolutions and view Myanmar’s democratic transition as
a domestic matter. At the same time, underlying
national and regional interests of China, India and
ASEAN members are also guiding their positions
in UN fora.
Between 1994 and 2008, the mandate was
extended by consensus of the General Assembly,
but three years ago, Myanmar succeeded in putting

the resolution to a vote, which has exposed fault
lines. In 2011, the General Assembly reaffirmed its
support for the mandate by a vote of 96 to 28, with
60 abstentions.7 Yet, no members of ASEAN voted
in favor, and Brunei, Cambodia, Vietnam, and
Malaysia voted “no.” ASEAN members, along with
China and India, also opposed calls by UN special
rapporteur Quintana for an international commission of inquiry for which the US and Europe have
expressed support.
At issue, though, is a differing understanding
of the nature of the challenge. The government of
Myanmar is focused on the ends: it is now firmly
locked onto completing its “seven-step political
roadmap to democracy,” aimed at ending the country’s international isolation. The West is focused
on the means: political repression and systematic
human rights violations – a position perceived as
rolling back the political clock to 1990. Meanwhile, ASEAN is pursuing its agenda of regional
integration. The Secretary-General’s good offices
role is thus caught in the precarious position of
having to balance opposing positions, both within
the country and between Myanmar and the broader

