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other countries, including the United Kingdom, China, 
Australia, India, and other major emitting countries, were 
there to strategize about how to make our governments 
work together to solve 
this global problem. 

Two years ago, 
I represented the 
international youth 
delegation to the U.N. 
climate negotiations in 
Bali, Indonesia. We had 
all scraped together the 
resources to travel to 
this event, as we were desperate to be heard. Youth leaders 
from countries all around the world met for the first 
time. Whether we came from Kiribati, India, Australia, 
or the United States, we were unified in what we wanted 
from our leadership. We partnered with UNICEF to tell 
our stories, and every speaker was united in calling for a 
fair, ambitious, and binding climate treaty to protect our 
future.

Once again, world leaders are gathering to finally 
forge a climate treaty. However, things will be different 
this time around. Youth from the United States who 
organized the Power Shift conference are working with 
young people in the United Kingdom to hold their own 
conference, while the Australian Youth Climate Coalition 
had 3,000 participants at their Power Shift conference, in 
Sydney, last fall. Indian youth who were in Bali launched 
the Indian Youth Climate Network and worked with 
colleges, Nobel Prize-winning scientists, and civil society 
groups to bring messages of change and renewable energy 

to the countryside in solar-powered caravans. 
If you have ever talked to young people from Kiribati 

or Bangladesh, who have their whole future in front of 
them and understand what the scientific community has 
predicted from global warming, it changes you forever. 
We are working to gather these stories and tell them to 
the world. Tech-savvy youth from the developing world 
are working with youth leaders in developing countries to 
use Web sites, blogs, and new media to tell their stories. 
We have helped launch sites like What’s with the Climate? 
Voices of a Subcontinent Grappling with Climate 
Change [http://www.whatswiththeclimate.org] and Youth 
Climate.org [http://youthclimate.org]. Young people from 
the developed world are moved by how similar young 
people are from the developing world and how we face a 
common challenge.

The overwhelming election margin provided to 
President Obama by young people fired up about global 
warming has inspired a worldwide explosion of youth 

climate activism. Youth 
leaders in the United 
States and abroad are 
expecting great things 
from new leadership in 
the United States, but 
they are also working to 
change political reality at 
home. 

When world leaders 
gather in Copenhagen, let’s hope that the representatives 
of the United States are inspired by the bold leadership 
of young Americans on global warming. I ask that those 
world leaders look around them, as young people will be 
there, watching, on the sidelines. However, don’t expect 
them to stay there for long. If this political reality will not 
assure us a livable world, be advised that nearly half the 
world’s population will not allow an inconvenient political 
situation to stand between us and our very survival. n

For more information, see the Global Campaign for 
Climate Action [http://tcktcktck.org]; Fired Up Media 
[http://firedupmedia.com]; LinkTV: Earth Focus [http://
www.linktv.org/earthfocus%5d”]; It’s Getting Hot in Here 
[http://itsgettinghotinhere.org]. 

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views or 
policies of the U.S. government.

Indian environmental activists bring the climate change message to rural 
areas in solar-powered caravans.
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If you have ever talked to young people 
from Kiribati or Bangladesh, who have 

their whole future in front of them 
and understand what the scientific 

community has predicted from global 
warming, it changes you forever.
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Seasoned diplomat Bo Kjellén brings his depth of experience 
in environmental policy to this analysis of the role of the 
United Nations in formulating and implementing climate 
change policy. He joined Sweden’s Ministry of Environment as 
chief negotiator in 1990, heading Swedish delegations in the 
Rio process and climate negotiations until 2001. He has been 
chairman of the Swedish Research Council on Environment, 
Agricultural Sciences, and Spatial Planning (Formas) and 
a visiting fellow at the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change 
Research, UEA, Norwich. He has received prestigious awards 
for his diplomatic service, including the Elizabeth Haub 
Prize for Environmental Diplomacy (1998) and the GEF 
Global Environment Leadership Award (1999).

Almost 20 years ago, in February 1991, the 
negotiations for the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change started in 

Chantilly, Virginia, outside Washington, D.C. This was 
the beginning of a long series of climate negotiations 
within the U.N. framework, based on the scientific 
findings of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC). The importance of this scientific 
contribution was recognized in 2007, when IPCC was 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

From the beginning, the United States and member 
states of the European Union had provided a cooperative 
leadership, both scientifically and politically. However, 
when the United States decided not to ratify the Kyoto 
Protocol in 2001, European Union leadership became 
decisive in finally putting into force the protocol in 2005. 
And now the Obama administration has returned the 
United States to an active role in the negotiations, giving 
new energy to the process.

We have learned a lot during the decades of 
negotiation within the United Nations. Climate has 
moved from being an issue for scientists, experts, and 
nongovernmental organizations into the permanent 
agenda of summit meetings of world leaders. And now, in 
the face of scientific evidence that indicates overwhelming 
proof of the dangers of human impact on the global 
climate system, the urgency of reducing the emissions of 
greenhouse gases is generally recognized. 

However, we also realize that such global action is 
difficult. Fossil fuels paved the way for the energy and 
transport revolution that gave a decisive contribution to 
living standards in the industrialized world. But a large 
part of the planet’s population has not yet benefited 
from these developments. It is not surprising that the 
developing countries in the climate negotiations insist 
on transfer of technology and increased financing for 
adaptation and continued combat of poverty as a necessary 
part of a climate deal.

The United Nations is the place where all these 
different elements of international cooperation come 

Is the United Nations Up to the  
Challenge?

Bo Kjellén

Bo Kjellén

Multilateral Cooperation
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together. It is the U.N. General Assembly that adopted 
the Millennium Development Goals in 2000; it is the 
United Nations that held the major conferences on the 
environment in 1972, 1992, and 2002; and it is the 
United Nations 
that has hosted 
all negotiating 
processes on global 
change: climate, 
ozone, air pollution, 
biological diversity, 
desertification, 
drought, and 
regulation of toxic 
chemicals. 

But the question 
has been raised if 
the cumbersome U.N. procedures are good enough for 
translating normative principles into effective action on 
issues like climate change, with its need for concrete 
measures and difficult societal effects directly influencing 
lifestyles and economic structures. Can the U.N. system 
really deliver?

The question needs to be raised. And it is quite clear 
that other processes and institutions, such as the G8/G20, 
the Major Economies Forum (MEF), the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
or the various regional organizations, all have a role in 
translating political will to action in their own nations, 
and, jointly, with other nations around the world, into 
common action. The climate negotiations have benefitted 
greatly from the active presence of NGOs. Their advocacy 

and expertise have certainly impressed many of the 
delegates.

But there is no substitute for the United Nations 
when it comes to really global issues. And nothing is more 
global than climate change: Emissions of greenhouse gases 
from all countries accumulate in the common atmosphere. 
At the same time, climate change is only part of a broader 
process of accelerating change in natural systems caused by 
human activities. The human species has now become so 
numerous and our technological capacity so overwhelming 
that common action is needed to counter the threats of 
collapse of life-supporting natural systems. There is no 
other planet to go to.

So the problem is really not to build another United 
Nations. Instead we have to ask: How can the United 
Nations be reformed to meet the requirements of today 
and tomorrow? Some people would say that this is 
unrealistic. So far U.N. reform has always stumbled on 
political difficulties, such as those that met the proposals 
of former Secretary-General Kofi Annan. Despite all the 

difficulties, I trust 
that the ongoing 
climate negotiations 
will demonstrate the 
capacity of the United 
Nations to provide an 
efficient framework 
for cooperative action 
on global threats. 
And I firmly believe 
that there is scope for 
more general reforms 
aimed at linking 

global political issues with economic and environmental 
problems of a new character. I hope that the clearly stated 
ambitions of President Obama with regard to multilateral 
cooperation would also be instrumental in moving to 
U.N. reform, perhaps in the direction of providing the 
existing Trusteeship Council with a new agenda on 
global survival issues, as proposed by the Commission 
on Global Governance. We will also need more efficient 
U.N. processes for facing climate-related and other natural 
disasters. There is no time to lose. n

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views or 
policies of the U.S. government.

U.N. Secretary General Ban Ki-moon visits the polar ice rim to see the 
impact of climate change firsthand in June 2009, as part of his campaign for 
a fair, effective agreement at the COP15 in December. 
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Climate has moved from being an issue for 
scientists, experts, and nongovernmental 
organizations into the permanent agenda 
of summit meetings of world leaders. The 

United Nations is the place where all 
these different elements of international 

cooperation come together.
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