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It is important that the UN now can make some real changes to the organisation so that its performance can improve. 
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Most people have retired at the age of 80, but not the UN, although its health is not all that good anymore. It is failing, and measures must be taken to keep it on its feet. However, Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland (86), who was Norwegian PM in the 1980s and 1990s, and later DG of the World Health Organisation (WHO), spoke at the 80-year celebrations at the UN General Assembly High-Level Week in New York last week. Brundtland, a medical doctor by training, diagnosed the UN’s health to be alright enough, but others would say that the UN’s health is failing. Brundtland praised the organisation for its many achievements over the decades, stressing that the world would have been a worse place without it. Those who followed the UN and other international affairs news some decades ago will recall that the former Norwegian PM and Environment Minister, and UN agency chief, was also the leader of the ‘World Commission on Environment and Development’, submitting its report in 1987 under the name ‘Our Common Future’, or simply the ‘Brundtland Commission’.
I attended the report launching ceremony in 1987, in Nairobi, Kenya, held at the world headquarters of two UN agencies, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and the UN-Habitat organisation for human settlement. Recently, it has been suggested that more UN offices should be moved out of expensive cities, such as New York, and run their operations from cities in the Global South, and Nairobi has been mentioned as a possible city for more UN agencies. I remember that at the launching ceremony of the report of the ‘Brundtland Commission’, some young staff members, journalists and academics were not quite keen on the term ‘sustainable development’, coined by the Commission. They have been proven wrong, though, since that term quite quickly became part of our everyday vocabulary, and it is certainly a key concept to everyone who deals with the world’s ‘green future’, including global warming, climate change, and further structural issues related to peace, conflict, and more.
The term is also used to describe the main UN goals for overall world development, notably the ‘Sustainable Development Goals’, or SDGs, formulated in 2015 and targeted to be achieved by 2030. Alas, many of the goals will not be met, typical for the UN, which is better at words than action, but also to be blamed on the organisation, realising that the UN is never stronger than its members collectively, sector-wise, regionally and more, and indeed at the mercy of the rich countries which pay most of the bill.
The availability of funds is essential to the UN to move towards achieving the SDGs and other goals. Today, the UN is in financial problems, partly caused by the USA, the main funding country, according to the UN statutes, but not honouring its commitments, and also other countries being behind in paying up on commitments and pledges. It has been wrong to allow one country as much power and financing responsibility as given to the USA.
It is also a fact that the UN headquarters, agencies, programmes and other offices have grown far beyond what was planned in 1945. Well, that is obvious since the number of member states has tripled since then, and most of them are poor developing countries, which would rather receive support from the UN than contribute to its funding. Interestingly, China is still listed as a developing country, but has become one of the world’s largest economies. We can also argue that the international development aid programmes and other North-South transfers have never reached the magnitude required to make a true difference towards a more even world, which we all believe is in the UN spirit.
The UN had 51 members in 1945, when it took over from the League of Nations, established in 1920 by the winners of WWI. The UN now has 193 members, yet still only five Security Council members, as was the case when it was established, again on the terms of the main war winners. There are many reasons for the UN’s failing health today, and it has been a victim, too, of the general Zeitgeist in the decades after the war, when we thought we could build a better world through establishing and expanding multilateral organisations, and the UN agencies often went overboard, sometimes with agencies overlapping each other. At the same time, the impact was not very good and many tasks were not even addressed, and a more equal world has not quite come about. Many of the UN activities should not have been established under the organisation, but as independent entities in the form of international NGOs, foundations or institutions. The World Bank, which is also a UN organisation, has managed to get a more independent status, and is not under the same scrutiny as the rest of the UN, but it should be.
The UN Secretary-General, Antonio Guterres (76), who ends his second term as UN chief in December 2026, has struggled with reforming the UN, as have earlier leaders. This time around, Guterres stressed more clearly than before that he wants results soon, that the UN must become more efficient and smaller, often transferring tasks to non-UN entities, including the private sector, with focus on results more than politically correct language and talk about broad issues. The ‘UN80 Initiative’ report was launched last week, proposing wide-ranging structural changes and slimming of the organisation. The work had been chaired by the UN Under-Secretary-General for Policy, Guy Ryder, a British national and former ILO chief and life-long labour union specialist – yes, good proposals presented by good people, but now it is time to implement good results in a new, rejuvenated UN – well before it turns 90.
The Ukraine President, Volodymyr Zelensky, was quite direct in his speech at the General Assembly, saying that the UN has failed in preventing wars – and in ending wars – and that should indeed be the main purpose of the world body. Also, the UN member states should follow the organisation’s own rules of not attacking other states militarily and still remain members of the organisation.
Finally, it is important that the UN now can make some real changes to the organisation so that its performance can improve. Well, perhaps it is not important that the UN does well. What is important is that the tasks and issues under the UN can be solved better. The UN itself should mainly be the UN headquarters, with its General Assembly, an updated and enlarged Security Council, and host of top-level debates and decisions. Most of the concrete operational work and sector-advocacy should be under other organisations and institutions, also with greater private sector and non-governmental involvement. In many ways, this means a new UN, and a new system for international cooperation and the solving of urgent and lasting international issues, which in the end are not just about conference resolutions, but concrete action to solve important issues of concern to men and women in their local communities all over the world.
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