
B
y long tradition, the multilateral sphere
has been one of Mexican diplomacy’s
priorities. The current institutional struc -

ture of multilateralism began to be built at the
end of World War II and for the last 60 years,
the presence and voice of Mexico have been felt
in the majority of the most important debates.
Mexico defended the le gal equality of states
when the composition of the United Nations
Security Council was discussed; it postulated

the primacy of development when the priorities
of the World Bank were determined —origi-
nally called, at Mex ico’s initiative, the Inter -
national Bank for Recons truction and Develop -
ment. It struggled constantly in all forums and
bodies for disarmament, an effort which re -
sulted in the Nobel Peace Prize being awarded
to one of its most illustrious diplomats, Alfon -
so García Robles. It proposed and achie ved,
through the Treaty of Tla te lolco, the estab lish -
ment of the first re gion free of nuclear weapons,
Latin America. It opened the way for the trans -
formation of the international economic order
with initiatives like the Charter of Economic
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Rights and Duties of States. It orga-
nized and, jointly with Canada, pre -
sided over the first North-South sum-
mit about cooperation for dev elopment
in Cancun. In short, it has been the
proponent of innovative ways of deal-
ing multilaterally with matters like mi -
gration, drug trafficking and the rights
of the differently abled. The list of Mex -
 ico’s contributions to multilateral dia-
logue on a global, hemispheric and re -
 gional level could be extended to include
many more examples. However, the ob -
 ject of this text is not to count them,
but to attempt to analyze two current
multilateral debates crucial for the fu -
ture of cooperation among countries,
the preservation and strengthening of
multilateralism and the role Mexico has
played in both.

HUMAN RIGHTS: 
TOWARD A NEW FOCUS

The first meeting of the new United
Nations Human Rights Council (HRC),
under the direct aegis of the General
Assembly, was held in Geneva in mid-
2006. Thus began a new stage in mul-
tilateral treatment of an issue of univer -
sal importance that expresses itself in
national decisions. The primary res pon -
sibility for individual freedoms (person-
al, political, social and cultural) depends
on actions or omissions that occur above
all inside nation-states. However, what

happens inside each nation-state is a
matter of concern for all, and there-
fore human rights are a collective, uni -
versal responsibility. As we all know,
the council replaced the UN Human
Rights Com mission, a sub sidiary organ
of the Economic and So cial Council.
The commission’s transformation into
the council is the most concrete ad -
vance of the prolonged, controversial
process of UN reform. There is no doubt
that the main challenge the council faces
is to distinguish itself from the commis -
sion. Not only must it act differently,
but it must also make sure that the
general perception be that it is acting
differently. Seen in this light, the first
session of the new Human Rights
Council came nowhere near the ex pec -
tations it had generated, given that it
concen trated on procedural questions
and during the two weeks it met, the
old commission’s ways of dealing with
issues, so to speak, pre vailed.

A leadership was elected to chair
the council’s first session, made up of
a president, representing the Group
of Latin American and Caribbean States,
and four vice-presidents, one for each
of the other regional groups: Eastern
Euro pe, Africa, Western Europe and
other States and Asia. This is the same
make-up as the chairing body of the
commission’s final session, held in
spring 2006, which passed on its issues
and procedures to the new council.
In this important matter of selecting

the council’s leadership, members pre -
ferred continuity to renovation. Just like
the commission’s, the council’s lead-
ership was made up of representatives
of the regional groups designated by
each of them. The proposal to elect the
presidium in an open vote was consi d -
ered, but it was decided that it was
safer to use the established procedure.
After all, going to the regional groups
is the common practice for forming
the leaderships of all United Nations
organs. Established practices have their
own weight and impose themselves
even in cases that promise to be diffe r -
ent from their predecessors.

This is why it seems excessive to
celebrate Mexico’s election as presi-
dent of the council, saying that it was
the recognition of the country’s lead-
ership in human rights matters, as the
Mexican delegate stated to the na tio n -
al press. It was simply the application
of an established procedure: the pres-
idency continued in the hands of the
Latin American and Caribbean Group,
and a gentleman’s agreement within the
group allowed Mexico to replace Peru.

A short summary of the results of
the first council session, based on the
report of the council itself, shows the
following points as the most important:
the approval of a treaty and a statement
to be ratified by the Ge neral Assembly.
The former, called the In ternational
Convention for the Pro tection of All
Persons from Enforced Disappea rance,
defines enforced disappearance as a
crime, and, if it is gen eralized and sys-
tematic, a crime against humanity. The
convention makes preventive action a
priority and establishes the rights of
victims. The second point, the United
Nations Decla ration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples, reaffirms self-de -
termination and other rights of first
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peoples, in cluding that of protection
from actions carried out against their
free will, expressed previously and with
prior knowledge, the right to own and
enjoy their lands and traditional re -
sources and the right to establish and
control their own educational systems,
with teaching in their own languages.

To foster tolerance and in answer
to episodes considered an incitement to
ethnic and religious clashes, the coun-
cil decided to request that special rap-
porteurs on freedom of religion and
beliefs and contemporary forms of ra c -
ism, racial discrimination, xenophobia
and related forms of in to le rance, as well
as the High Commissioner for Hu man
Rights, prepare a report about these
issues for the next council session. In
addition, given the entry into force of
the Optional Protocol to the Con ven -
tion against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treat ment or
Punishment, which establishes a me ch -
anism for inspection vi sits to detention
centers to prevent torture, the council
called on all states to ratify it and com -
ply with its stipulations.

Finally, the council began to dis-
cuss procedures to carry out the “uni-
versal periodic review” of the human
rights situation. This is the new body’s
biggest innovation vis-à-vis the old com -
 mission. Now, no country, starting with
the council’s 53 members, will be able
to escape periodic, objective and im -
partial scrutiny of its human rights re c -
ord. A working group was estab lished
to propose scheduling and forms of
action.

The Middle East events of sum-
mer 2006 not only occupied interna-
tional attention, but also impacted the
work of the first council session. The
mat ter of the disproportionate and abu -
sive military action by Israel in Gaza

and Lebanon was discussed during the
session, giving rise to the council’s first
special session. Twenty-one of the coun -
cil’s 53 members —not only Arab or
Muslim countries, but Latin Amer ican
ones like Brazil; Asian ones like India;
and African ones like South Africa— se -
conded Tunisia’s proposal to hold a
special session. Mex ico did not second
the motion. The special session de cid ed
(29 in favor, 11 against, 5 abstentions
and 8 absent) to commission the spe-
cial ad hoc rapporteur on the situation
of human rights in Palestine to make an
investigative visit to the occupied ter-
ritories. The debate was heated, and,
despite the special rapporteur’s clari-
ty, it degenerated into an exchange of
accusations that participants were try-
ing to politicize the council’s work. Thus,
at the end of its first session, the Hu -
man Rights Council, with a sharp de -
bate and a divided vote, dealt with the
first of its controversies about an issue
and in a format and style completely
reminiscent of the workings of the old
commission.

With the responsibility of the pre s -
idency, Mexico will have to guide the
council’s activities. Hopefully, it will
contribute to an objective, impartial,
equitable multilateral scrutiny of the,
unfortunately, numerous violations of
fundamental freedoms. To safeguard
objectivity and transparency, Mexico
should foster a multilateral examination
of the respect for or violation of political

freedoms, particularly the va  lidity of
voting, in its own 2006 electoral pro -
cess; this would eliminate any doubts
that it wishes to demand behavior of
others that it does not live up to itself.

MIGRATION, A GLOBAL ISSUE

In September 2006, on the eve of its
61st General Assembly, the United Na -
tions took the first very important step
to formally and definitively esta blish
migration as a priority issue on the glo b -
al agenda. This launched a new phase
in the way the world deals with mi gra -
tion, until now mostly handled bilat-
erally or regionally. It is to be hoped
that multilateral treatment of migra-
tion will result in positive long-term
policies, based on the common, com-
plementary needs of sending and des-
tination countries, that will progressive-
ly reduce the restrictive and repressive
nature of most current natio nal or re -
gional policies, particularly those of the
United States and the European Union.

Recent UN studies point to facts
like the following: in 2005, there were
191 million migrants, almost half of
whom were women. One-third of the
total migrated between developing
coun tries, while another third emigrat-
ed from developing to developed coun -
tries. The biggest receiving re gions were
Europe (34 percent), Asia (28 percent)
and North America (23 percent).
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Almost 60 percent of mi grants settle
in countries with high incomes, but
some of these, like the Arab countries,
are part of the developing world. The
favorite destinations were few: only 17
countries absorbed three-fourths of
the increase in mi grants between 1990
and 2005. Fifteen million entered the
United States, four million went to
Ger many and another four million
to Spain.

The number of skilled workers who
emigrate from the developing world to
the advanced countries has in creased
even faster. Six out of every 10 mi grants
with higher education who arrived in
Organization for Economic Coope ra -
tion and Development (OECD) coun-
tries in 2000 came from poor coun tries.
Around 60 percent of people with
higher education from countries like
Guyana, Haiti, Fiji, Jamaica and Tri n -
i dad and Tobago have already mi grated
to advanced countries.

Between 1995 and 2005, remittan -
ces migrants sent home rose from
U.S.$102 billion to U.S.$232 billion.
In 2005, almost three-fourths of the
total (U.S.$161 billion) was sent to
developing countries, while the latter
received only half the total in 1995. Re -
mittances are sent to a relatively small,
concentrated group of countries: four
of them (India, China, Mexico and
France) absorbed one-third of the total.

Another third went to 16 other coun-
tries, half of them developed. In most
cases, remittances represent less than
one-tenth of the gross domestic prod-
uct of receiving countries, but they eas-
ily surpass the monies sent in official
development aid.

These cold numbers mask the enor -
 mous political controversy, social ten-
sion and human suffering that have
accompanied expanded world migra-
tion in the last decade.

The report International Migration
and Development, published by the UN,
shows that, in a framework of appro-
priate policies, international migration
can benefit both countries of origin and
destinations, as long as the rights of mi -
grants are recognized and respected.
The report traces a broad area for in -
tergovernmental cooperation, beyond
migratory policies and agreements for
forced repatriation, to make use of mi -
grants’ movements and capa bilities, to
develop their potential, in cluding train -
ing programs and cooperation regard-
ing pensions. It states that cooperation
among countries is essential for pro-
tecting people from the hateful crime
of trafficking in persons.

The world has entered a new era of
migration: global migration. The search
for better living conditions pushes mi -
g rants not only toward neigh boring
coun tries or to countries within the
same region, but, really, to any point on
the globe. Very few countries are un -
touched by migration, and fewer and
fewer countries are not af fected by its
formidable impact on development.

There is increasing proof of the be n -
 efits of international migration. Many
countries, among them Ireland, Korea,
Chile and several in Southern Europe,
have switched from being sending
coun tries to being net receiving coun-

tries. Others, like Malaysia and Thai -
land, have begun that same transfor-
mation. It is clear that migration can
no longer be understood as a North-
South issue, but must be looked at as
a global one.

Obviously, migration also brings
with it a potential for conflict. The re -
port analyzes some of its manifestations.
Migrants are the object of abuse both
in transit, when they are often at the
mercy of traffickers of persons, and in
their destination country, where they
are frequently subject to exploi tation at
work and xenophobic reactions of res-
idents and even public authorities. The
social and cultural tensions that have
arisen in many countries with recent-
ly settled foreign-born populations are
well known, particularly when they are
marked by contrasting values, religions,
and customs. These tensionsmake assi m -
ilation more difficult and reduce mi -
grants’ contribution to the economy and
society that receive them.

There may be no other multilateral
topic that is more urgent than fostering
cooperation and promoting ex change
of experiences and focuses for migra-
tory policy. After all, migration, as a local
issue, will concern the in terna tional
community for a good part of the rest
of this century.

As the country that sends the lar gest
number of migrants abroad, it is to be
expected that Mexico will make an im -
 portant contribution to the multilat-
eral dialogue about migration. In the
fu ture, a good part of what can be
achieved with regard to the treatment
of and the position of Mex ican mi -
grants in the United States will come
more out of the advances that are made
in international cooperation than from
the very elusive, costly gains de rived
from bilateral negotiations.

VOICES OF MEXICO • 77

58

As the country that sends 
the largest number of migrants

abroad, it is to be expected 
that Mexico will make 

an important contribution 
to the multilateral dialogue 

about migration.


