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This is the key foreign policy choice for Canada in the next 
decade: are we going to be one of the countries that  
have the capacity to intervene if there is an international 
mandate for doing so, or are we going to be one of the 
bystanders?
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jgs: I would like to open the discussion with a reconsideration of 
the circumstances under which it is appropriate for either the Big 
Powers or the United Nations to intervene in the face of systemic 
failures of governments or systematic human rights abuses.

mi: The final report of the International Commission on Intervention 
and State Sovereignty (ICISS), on which I served, had as its central 
theme the idea that sovereign states have a responsibility to protect 
their own citizens from unavoidable catastrophe, but that when they 
are unwilling or unable to do so, that responsibility must be borne 
by the broader community of states. That report, The Responsibility 
to Protect, which was released in December 2001, stated that there 
were only two conditions under which the international community 
should authorize the coercive use of military force to intervene: 
actual or apprehended ethnic cleansing, and actual or apprehended 
genocidal massacre. 

jgs: That is a fairly narrow construction.

mi: It is narrow because that is all the traffic an international com-
mission would bear. But, importantly, it did have—what nobody 
noticed at the time—the “apprehended” stipulation, which allowed 
for preemptive intervention on military grounds. 

If intervention is a matter of international consensus, the hard fact 
is there is no consensus in the United Nations and most member 
states. Furthermore, the majority of nations coming out of the colonial 
and imperial experience are absolutely opposed to any widening of the 
UN charter rules on intervention. That we’re in an extremely serious 
impasse became evident after 2001 when the intervention issue 
shifted away from the humanitarian grounds that were discussed by 
the ICISS to a weapons of mass destruction focus. 

Equally here there is no consensus. As Iraq has shown, the conse-
quence is that nation states do what they feel they must. We’re back 
to the Melian dialogue: the Americans will do what they judge to 
be in their national interest. We can all be as alarmed as we are, but 
that is the situation.

jgs: Bob, do you think the terms are too constricted?

br: Yes, I do. Michael has touched on the key point. Places like Sudan 
and Zimbabwe show that, where there are serious human rights 
issues, where there is clear evidence of harm being done to the  
civilian population by a government, there is a tension between 
humanitarian concerns, on the one hand, and the possibility or prac-
ticality of intervention, on the other. It is not just a matter of the 
technical definition of genocide. Many people feel that humanitarian 
crises of this magnitude demand a wider response. 

jgs: Given the growing death rate and displacement in Darfur, 
should the absence of consensus be the defining constraint? Or is it 
appropriate for states to take action on their own? 

br: Without consensus, without the strong regional support of neigh-
bours, without a degree of support within the African community—
it is very difficult for the West to mount an effective intervention. 
Witness Iraq: overthrowing a government and establishing a trustee-
ship is a major undertaking that cannot be taken on without full 
awareness of all the issues and consequences. This is one of the reasons 
people are reluctant to move in unilaterally. 

mi: There are legitimacy constraints which Bob has put on the table. 
It is possible for Britain and the United States, with the assistance of 
France, to intervene militarily in Darfur, to carve it out, to declare  
it a safe haven and to suspend temporarily Sudan’s sovereignty in 
that area. It is feasible and these states have the technical capability. 
But without the support of Arab states, doing so will only inflame 
the already incredibly strained relationship that the West has with 
Islam, not to mention the relationship between Europe and Africa. 
There is, in short, a legitimacy deficit. 

But there is also a capabilities deficit. The signal fact about inter-
vention is that Britain, France and the United States are the only 
nations that can mount a serious intervention. Canada is, prominently, 
not in that group. 

Since the Second World War, most Western states have traded 
away military capabilities in favour of other social spending priorities. 
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While one can understand and even support those preferences, they 
have a crucial impact on the capacity of states to intervene. The 
Interveners Club, as a result, is getting smaller and smaller. Some 
people think that’s a good thing, but it’s not if you are a Zimbabwean 
or a Darfurian dying because no one has the capability to come to 
your assistance. 

This is the key foreign policy choice for Canada in the next decade: 
are we going to be one of the countries that have the capacity to 
intervene if there is an international mandate for doing so, or are we 
going to be one of the bystanders? 

jgs: Michael, I gather you would come down on the side of increasing 
our capacity to intervene.

mi: I’m strongly in favour of growing focused capabilities—not 
producing a miniature United States, but focusing on specializing 
capabilities for humanitarian rescue, for humanitarian action and 
for high-intensity combat because (let’s not tailor our capabilities 
to an outmoded peacekeeping model from the 50s and 60s) we 
have to have the capability to take and exchange fire in defence  
of civilians. 

But let’s not mess around. This is very expensive. It requires 
international consensus. A country that is much keener to spend 
money on hospitals may not want to do this. And unless there is  
a national debate that situates this commitment within an idea of 
international citizenship, unless there is tremendous political  
leadership that sustains us—not just through one Parliament, but 
through a couple—it will not happen. 

I’m not convinced that national consensus exists. Canadians want 
to be good citizens, but they want to be good citizens on the cheap. 
We all do. The problem with intervention and humanitarian rescue 
is they never come cheap. 

br: We have to understand the consequences of the uncertainties 
that exist in the world and come to terms with the fact that the  
distinction that has been made over the last 10 to 15 years between 
soft power and hard power is not entirely helpful. Nor is it helpful 
to say that it’s not worthwhile for Canada to spend any more because 
we’ll never be like the United States. Let’s not delude ourselves into 
thinking that this is the real comparison. 

It’s ironic that one of the consequences of the collapse of the 
Berlin Wall is that the world has become a more uncertain and 
dangerous place. A significant number of states do not have the real 
capacity to deal with the tensions and violence within them. And 

one of the lessons of 9 / 11 that people have not fully drawn on is 
that tensions within these countries can have a significant impact 
on the rest of the world very quickly. If Canada is going to play a 
useful role and an activist role in this kind of world, it will require 
a different level of financial and military capability than we have 
demonstrated to this point. 

jgs: I’d like to turn now to the question of the United Nations and 
its role. Recently, there has been a fair amount of criticism leveled at 
the Secretary General in terms of his leadership on conflict resolu-
tion, looking at the inability of the Security Council to play a role  
in Darfur despite Kofi Annan’s best efforts to lead and his refusal to 
commit UN personnel to prepare for elections in Iraq. Do you 
think those criticisms are fair? Do they tell us something about the 
current state of the United Nations? Or is the United Nations simply 
serving as a surrogate target for others?

mi: This is a difficult question. The United Nations now is part of the 
problem and not part of the solution. It always has been part of  
the problem. I think the Panel of Eminent Persons on UN Relations 
with Civil Society is going to recommend the enlargement of the 
Security Council, which I strongly support. We cannot run a 21st-
century world with a 20th-century Victors Club. But it may be more 
difficult to generate consensus with a larger Security Council. 

I wouldn’t criticize Kofi Annan, especially over an issue like Darfur. 
There is simply no international will to do anything substantive 
about Darfur. 

The UN agenda of reform is long overdue. It’s the only institution 
that can franchise legitimacy in the international order; yet the  
veto system, for one, makes it more and more likely that the United 
States will step outside the UN framework when it and its allies 
believe they have to use force. Annan is clearly terrified of losing 
more UN personnel in Iraq, but there is no other way to stabilize the 
country except by holding UN-monitored elections. Whatever 
member states have thought about the Iraq operation, and regardless 
of the danger, it is now essential to get the United Nations centrally 
involved in these elections. 

It is also important to remember that the United States in Iraq 
needs the United Nations more than the United Nations needs the 
United States. The provisional government was essentially chosen by 
Paul Bremer, head of the Coalition Provisional Authority, and the 
entire political process has been kept on the rails by the United Nations. 
American public opinion is not aware how much the United States 
needs the United Nations to lead and drive the process for the simple 
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reason that Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani and many of the key Iraqi 
figures will not talk to Americans; they’ll only talk to UN-authorized 
people. This is another example of where obituaries about the United 
Nations are premature. The United Nations is essential in Iraq to 
sustain the democratization process. But we can’t go on franchising 
the legitimacy of the international order without a reformed Security 
Council. The task now requires p5 leadership; the club has to change 
its own rules. That’s very hard for it to do.

br: An historical perspective may be helpful. The United Nations 
has gone through phases when it has taken the lead and phases 
when it has not. In the post-war period, the United Nations had 
nothing to say about the Soviet expansion into Eastern Europe and 
the denial of democracy in many countries—for obvious reasons.  
It had nothing to say about the Berlin blockade. It was actively 
engaged in Korea and Suez, but not Vietnam. People forget that a 
major conflict of the 60s and early 70s took place almost entirely 
outside the UN purview. UN relevance is not a new issue, but one 
that goes back to its inception. 

It is worthwhile mentioning that the debate about Iraq took 
place within the General Assembly and within the Security Council. 
I agree with Michael that the criticisms of the Secretary General are 
completely out of line. On Iraq there is clearly a different perspective 
in New York than in Washington, and aligning those two perspectives 
more closely is critical. The United States cannot sustain, from the 
legitimacy point of view, an entire process of transition to an elected 
government without a greater degree of international sanction—
and that means the United Nations. 

jgs: You’re reminding us that what’s new is not new at all. Let me 
ask one last question. Bob, for the last 18 months, you’ve been 
engaged in, what I would call, “preventive mediation” in a very 
intractable conflict in Sri Lanka. This is an example of the process 
that grows outside of official channels, even though it has official 
support. What does this process tell us about the capacity for non-
official channels to be helpful? What do we need to do as a society 
to get organized to do this better?

br: At the heart of the issue is governance. Years ago, the Norwegians 
made a public policy decision to become mediators in intractable 
disputes. They instituted a line of command that goes from the 
prime minister’s office through the foreign office, using both official 
and unofficial channels and making the best use of the talents avail-
able within the country to pursue a clear foreign policy. Whatever 

you may think of the Oslo discussions between the Israelis and the 
Palestinians, they would not have happened if the government had 
not said, this is something we should spend money on, focus our 
resources on and put the right people in place to do. 

Canada does have something important to say about federal 
governance. But given the plethora of non-governmental organiza-
tions and the turf wars that continue to plague Ottawa, if Canada 
wants to be taken seriously in the governance game, it has to,  
first, decide very explicitly that this is what it will do and, second, 
determine the most effective way to do it. Otherwise it becomes 
just another version of amateur hour. 

jgs: I couldn’t agree more. 

mi: In March 2004, I gave the O.D. Skelton Lecture on peace, order and 
good governance at the Department of Foreign Affairs. I said that  
Canada had a comparative advantage in federalism. It had a comparative 
advantage in its experience with bilingual, multinational communities—
and, by multinational, I mean not only the French fact, but also the 
aboriginal fact in Canada. Our experience of making extremely compli-
cated, somewhat asymmetrical forms of federalism work is unbelievably 
relevant around the world. And we’ve never brought all of these  
capabilities together. We’re squandering these capabilities. Bob is saying 
very pointedly that this little ngo cannot do it without substantial 
government leverage and support. That is what the Norwegian exam-
ple shows. It is urgent that Canada understands this. 

In late March, early April 2004, Bob and I were in northern Iraq. The 
Kurds know how relevant the Canadian model is. But what Canadians 
don’t realize is that if we don’t get in there, American laws of federalism 
will prevail in Iraq and those may be unhelpful in the Iraqi context. 

There’s a very deep malaise in Canada. We don’t take ourselves 
seriously as international players. We haven’t done so since Pearson. 
Why should anyone else take us seriously until we commit substantial 
resources based on comparative advantage? And the comparative 
advantage point is key. We can’t be all things to all people, but we 
have maintained a multinational federation for 130 years at a high 
level of gdp in the face of some serious challenges. That experience 
gives us something to say to the rest of the world. If we don’t do it, 
someone else will. 

jgs: You’ve both identified a pressing problem: if the government 
will not focus its attention and seriously reorganize its resources 
and commit the resources to the projects it defines, we will continue 
to do less and less with less and less.  &
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