9 The road to Cancun
The life and death of a North–South summit
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This chapter focuses on the Cancun Summit held on 22–23 October 1981 in Mexico.1 The International Conference on
Cooperation and Development – the official name of the gathering – was attended by the heads of state or prime ministers of
22 countries from nearly every continent. While Cancun can be considered a summit as defined by David Dunn, 2 among the
categories of summits, it is unique.3 Cancun was not a regional summit, as for example the European Council was, because
countries from many continents took part in it. Yet it was also not a universal summit, as the United Nations (UN) thematic
conferences were. Rather, it was a summit built around selected topics similar to G7 meetings. It brought together a greater
number of participants who had very different political ideas and came from industrialized, oil-producing and developing
countries. Moreover, summit discussions were not prepared beforehand, nor did the summit end with a final declaration;
instead, only a summary of the talks was presented by the presidents of the summit. Cancun was a North–South summit with a
limited number of participants, as was the Conference for International Economic Cooperation (CIEC) which was attended by
eight industrialized countries and 19 developing states. Like the CIEC, talks in Cancun focused on energy, raw materials,
development and financial questions. Yet while Cancun was an ad hoc summit, the CIEC was held at regular intervals
between 1975 and 1977.4 The only precedent for Cancun was a summit held in Jamaica in December 1978, which brought
together the heads of state and government of seven countries (Australia, Canada, Jamaica, Nigeria, Norway, German Federal
Republic and Venezuela). The initiative for this meeting came from Michael N. Manley, the Jamaican prime minister and
Helmut Schmidt, the West German chancellor. At it, representatives from participating countries discussed general questions.
The limited number of participants, the good relations between them, and the fact that talks were very general contributed to
the success of the Jamaica meeting. That said, in comparison to the 1978 Jamaica gathering, a greater number of countries
took part in Cancun and its aims were more ambitious.5
The first part of this paper will analyse why such a summit with these characteristics was organized in this period. The
second part will investigate the motivations of the actors taking part in Cancun. Why did they decide to attend? What were
their strategies and aims? Thanks to a large collection of archives (French, British, American, Canadian and EEC
Commission) it is possible to study the motivations behind the Western actors’ attitudes. The third part will focus on the
organization of Cancun and its discussions, as well as analyse the evaluations of it by leaders in attendance and the
international press. Finally, in the conclusions this paper will consider, first, whether and to what degree the Cancun Summit
can be considered the last moment in the North–South dialogue, a moment in which the liberal doctrines of the 1980s were
anticipated, and second, Cancun’s contribution to summitry.

Why a North–South summit?
At the beginning of the 1980s the idea of a North–South summit was much-discussed. The idea for it was initially launched by
the Brandt Commission in its report presented to the UN general secretary in February 1980.6 The Commission called for an
emergency programme for 1980–85 in order to reform North–South relations on the basis of interdependence and mutual
interest. The proposed programme identified four areas of action; a huge transfer of resources from the developed countries to
the Third World, elaboration of a world energy strategy based on the producers’ and consumers’ interests, approval of a global
food programme to boost the agricultural development of the Third World, and reform of the international economic system.
In its report, the Brandt Commission proposed that the leaders of selected countries should meet and agree a set of measures.
In this context, it was hoped, a North–South summit could give a new impetus to the North–South dialogue. Once the general
secretary of the UN, Kurt Waldheim, endorsed the idea, the Mexican president, José Lopez Portillo, began with the
organization of the summit together with the Austrian chancellor, Bruno Kreisky.7
When the Brandt Report was published in 1980, North–South relations were in a deep crisis. The V UNCTAD Conference
held in Manila in 1979 had ended without any significant results.8 Limited agreement was found on some minor problems, but
the most important and urgent economic questions (the debt crises, economic interdependence, the generalized preferences
system, etc.) were postponed for later debate.9 Feeling particularly deceived, the developing states started to question the
organization of large plenary meetings. As a result, the idea of a more restricted gathering started to gain momentum. A
process comparable to that leading to the G7 creation took place and helped to legitimize the organization of a North–South
summit.
At the United Nations, in fact, the North–South dialogue was blocked, as everything depended on global negotiations. Their
launch, however, was far from assured. Global negotiations were supposed to contribute:
• to the implementation of the international development strategy for the third United Nations development decade […]
• to the solution of international economic problems within the framework of the restructuring of international economic
relations and to steady global economic development, in particular the development of developing countries. 10
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Following the adoption of the resolution on global negotiations by the General Assembly (GA) in 1979, the Committee of the
Whole (a committee created in the GA) had been charged with getting an agreement on the conditions (procedures, schedule,
agenda) for the launch of global negotiations. The same resolution stated that the negotiations were to cover the topics of raw
materials, energy, trade, development, money and finance.
Compromise, however, could only be found on the schedule of global negotiations; on the other matters, the diverging
positions could not be bridged. The developing countries wanted to create a central body endowed with the power to instruct
specialized agencies. In addition they wished to establish permanent negotiations between this new institution and the
specialized agencies as well as set up a global agreement binding the member states and the specialized agencies. The
industrialized countries, however, wanted to preserve the independence of the specialized agencies and wished to maintain
consensus rule.
As to the agenda, points of discussion related to raw materials were particularly disparate; industrialization of the
developing countries, free access to the market of the industrialized states, debt relief and reform of the monetary international
system were also disputed. That said, energy was the most controversial topic:
au sein des pays industrialisés, l’accord qui s’est fait sur le thème de la prévisibilité des prix et des approvisionnements
recouvre une profonde divergence entre ceux qui ont intérêt à en faire un point de rupture de la négociation (pays de la
CEE) et ceux qui se contenteraient d’en faire un point d’analyse (pays industriels à ressources pétrolières). Au sein du
groupe des 77 les mêmes divergences existent entre les pays pétroliers qui n’ont pas intérêt à ouvrir une négociation
détaillée sur l’énergie et les PED non pétroliers qui ne veulent pas engager le combat sur ce thème, mais souhaitent que les
pays industrialisés le fassent à leur place.11
In 1980, a compromise proposed by Yugoslavia during the XI GA Special Session was refused by the United States, the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and Great Britain. In November the UN GA President, Rudiger Von Wechmar (West
Germany), proposed a new compromise on the agenda and the procedures. His proposal failed however, on the one hand
because of American reluctance, and on the other hand because of the hostility of oil-producing countries who worried that
energy matters were too detailed in his agenda.
Thus, after a full year of debate, the launch of global negotiations was still far from being realized. The arrival of the
Reagan administration in the United States made their opening even less probable despite the many declarations of good will
from the Western countries. In this context some governments began to believe that a meeting of certain carefully chosen
leaders could help bring about a spirit of compromise and a subsequent relaunch the North–South dialogue.

The preparation of Cancun
The preparatory phase
Contrary to the G7 summits, where sherpas12 prepared the gatherings, Cancun was organized in a more traditional way by the
ministers of foreign affairs. The first meeting was prepared by the Mexican and Austrian ministers of foreign affairs during
the XXXV Session of the GA in September 1980. The Mexican representative asked France, Canada and Sweden (as
industrialized countries) and Algeria, India, Nigeria and Yugoslavia (as developing countries) to take part in a meeting in
Vienna in November 1980. On the suggestion of France, the German Federal Republic was later invited. To balance the West
German presence, Tanzania was also subsequently involved.13
During their first gathering in Vienna the participants discussed a list of countries to invite to any eventual summit. They
did not however decide when the North–South summit should occur; instead, it is simply mentioned that the summit could be
organized in June 1981 in Mexico. A second preparatory meeting was scheduled to take place in March
1981, with the same participants again in Vienna. In the final declaration published at the end of the talks, it is specified:
‘The proposed Meeting would … be political in character, informal in its proceedings, comprehensive in its scope and
adequately prepared.’ The summit will not be about negotiations but it will permit an exchange of views ‘leading … to a
greater understanding and a deeper appreciation of interdependence among nations, its relevance, importance and
implications’.14 From this point of view the declaration is quite similar to the declarations made after G7 gatherings. 15
In March 1981 in Vienna the same participants (Austria, Mexico, France, Algeria, Canada, FRG, India, Nigeria, Sweden,
Tanzania and Yugoslavia) needed to make formal decisions concerning the summit and to fix a date. In addition they had to
finalize the list of the countries which were to attend and decide what to do if Moscow or Washington refused their respective
invitations. Last, they had to reach an agreement on the agenda.
Many developing countries, such as Algeria, were hesitant to organize a summit because they feared that it would be used
by the industrialized countries to make decisions in a more favourable context than the United Nations.16 From this point of
view the link between Cancun and global negotiations was one of the most debated points. At the same time, other countries
believed that a summit could give an impetus to global negotiations.17 India, Nigeria and Mexico, as well as France, Sweden
and Austria were of this opinion.
Concerning the list of countries attending, it was decided to invite Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Guyana, Ivory Coast, Japan,
the Philippines, Saudi Arabia, Great Britain, the United States, Venezuela and the Soviet Union. Including the 11 countries
already in Vienna there would be eight industrialized countries, four South American countries, four African countries, four
Asian countries, and Yugoslavia, China and the Soviet Union representing communist countries for a total of 23 countries.
The ministers of foreign affairs then discussed what to do if Washington or Moscow refused their respective invitations.
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While they maintained that the Soviet presence was not strictly necessary, they wanted to be sure of American participation.
The United States was the largest donor country and its positions would be important at the forthcoming G7 meeting in
Ottawa in July 1981 where North–South questions would be debated. In the hope of assuring American participation, Lopez
Portillo was charged with contacting Reagan and giving him a personal invitation to Cancun. With regard to the agenda, the
ministers of foreign affairs agreed to discuss four main topics: food and agricultural development, commodities, trade and
industrialization, energy, and monetary and financial questions.
This programme was inspired by the conclusions of the Brandt Report and global negotiations. In Vienna it was also
decided that the summit would end without any common declaration or communiqué. The conclusions of Cancun would be
presented by the co-presidents in a summary. Algeria was particularly satisfied with this solution, as it confirmed global
negotiations as the exclusive forum of decision.
For the organizers (the Austrian chancellor and the Mexican president), the aim of Cancun was not to produce some
tangible results but to lead to an improved mutual understanding among its participants. They wished to leave the United
Nations framework, where the positions were fixed and no head of state really had to listen to his colleagues. Instead they
wanted to offer a confidential space to the leaders in order to permit a real dialogue, and garner better common understanding.
18 Even the European Commission (which was not invited to Cancun because it had been decided to admit only the UN
general secretary as observer) believed that ‘un Sommet bien préparé peut donner une impulsion politique à un dialogue qui
s’essouffle. Dans ce sens Mexico, sans être une fin en soi viendra peut-être à point’.19
After the second Vienna preparatory meeting, the official invitations were sent. In the letter that Lopez Portillo and Kreisky
sent to the heads of state, it was specified that:
The Meeting will be political in character and provide the participating leaders an opportunity to have an exchange of views
on major issues of international cooperation for development in an open and informal atmosphere; there is no intention of
engaging in negotiations. The exchange of views at the meeting should inter alia lead to a greater understanding and a
deeper appreciation of interdependence amongst nations, its relevance, importance and implications. While having no
formal link with the Global Round of Negotiations, a main objective of the Meeting should be to facilitate agreement with
regard to the said Global Round of Negotiations by means of achieving a real meeting of minds, a positive political impetus
by Heads of State or Government for these, and other efforts of international economic cooperation in other fora, without in
any way preempting or substituting for them.20
The last meeting before the summit was held on 1–2 August 1981 in Cancun, with foreign ministers of the 22 countries
invited to the summit in attendance. The Soviet Union had declined its invitation. The United States, on the other hand, agreed
to take part after having obtained an assurance that Cuba would not be invited and following a change to the summit’s date.
On the latter condition, it was agreed that the Cancun Summit would take place only after the G7 Ottawa meeting so as to give
the West time to prepare its position; the US feared finding themselves isolated in Mexico. 21
At this final preparatory meeting, however, the participants again discussed only the formal characteristics of the summit
and not its content. As Pierre Morel, an adviser of the French president, François Mitterrand, said: ‘22 ministres venus de pays
importants se sont réunis … sans parler de substance et ne sont parvenus qu’à un accord minimal sur les questions de
procédure. Cette réunion était-elle dès lors nécessaire?’22 For him, this result was positive because the aim of the gathering
was to verify the viability of a discussion among the representatives of the 22 countries participating. Moreover, the formal
aspects of the meeting had the same relevance as the discussions. The United States insisted on what Cancun did not have to
be; Washington did not want any prepared talks, an agenda, or any final declaration or communiqué. For Washington, Cancun
should consist only of an exchange of views on very general questions. 23 The Reagan administration, which was in the
process of reforming America’s aid policy, did not want to be involved in negotiations which would lead to the United States
being isolated or forced to accept an undesirable agreement. The G7 summit in Ottawa, held two weeks previous, had already
revealed the difficulties of reaching a compromise on global negotiations. The Ottawa final declaration did mention the
intention of the Western countries to take part in global negotiations.24 For Washington, however, the declaration did not refer
to global negotiations, as they were defined by the UN resolution; instead, it alluded to negotiations concerning North–South
relations.25
France, Sweden and in part West Germany, had a different position, as did India and the Ivory Coast. These countries
hoped that Cancun would lead to some tangible outcomes. To this end priorities needed to be defined as accurately as
possible. Moreover, for the French government, ‘au cas où des points d’accord pourraient être dégagés à l’issue des
discussions un acquis minimum devrait être enregistré dans le communiqué final’.26
By the meeting’s end, agreement was reached on the basis of Algerian and Saudi proposals; Cancun would be the launching
pad for global negotiations.27 The conclusion of the Quai d’Orsay, the French foreign affairs ministry, was that this solution
was favourable to both the Algerians and the Americans:
Le fait que le seul risque soit maintenant de voir ce Sommet déboucher sur un résultat de procédure (un encouragement
donné à la reprise immédiate des négociations globales) permet à la fois aux Algériens de considérer qu’ils ont remporté
une victoire et aux Etats-Unis d’estimer qu’ils ont limité les dégâts.28
Furthermore, it was agreed that the talks would not be prepared in advance of the summit. The Austrian proposal to discuss
four main topics (food security and agricultural development; commodities, trade and industrialization; energy; monetary and
financial issues) was approved, but there was no agenda for the meeting and there would be no communiqué or prior contact
between representatives of the countries invited to the summit. The participants could circulate documents, but no common
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final declaration would be prepared. Because of this approach to the meeting’s organization, the role of the two co-presidents
of Cancun would be particularly important.
The organization (or non-organization) made Cancun particularly distinct from the G7 meetings, the gatherings of the
European Council, or even more so from those of the UN. As a French observer said ‘ce sommet sera un sommet où le
“climat” comptera beaucoup, c’est la rencontre ellemême et non son résultat qui sera l’événement’.29 In this context,
communication with the media (press and TV) became a crucial issue for the summit’s participants, as they tried to control the
flow of information and shape the message as much as possible to their respective advantage. 30

National preparation for Cancun
The lack of common organization did not imply that the invited countries did not prepare for the summit. The United States,
for example, used the period before to clarify its position. Alexander Haig, the secretary of state, presented an address to the
UN General Assembly, as did the secretary of the treasury, Donald T. Regan, at the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
Reagan himself, first at the IMF Assembly on 29 September, and then two weeks later in Philadelphia at the World Affairs
Council, revealed aspects of the American position.31 Reagan’s policy was based on the idea that wealth had to be created and
not divided. Therefore it was necessary to encourage productivity and growth in the developing countries. Aid was acceptable
only for the least developed countries and only to satisfy basic needs. From Washington’s perspective, the best the United
States could do for the world was restore its own economy. Moreover, Reagan argued, ‘unless each country puts its domestic
house in order, there can be no new era of growth’.32 Economic policies aimed at helping private initiatives and ventures as
well as those looking to develop trade and capital flows were to be supported. At the international level it was necessary to
open markets and to solve the balance of payments deficits in the developing countries. Last, the United States was prepared
to open global negotiations but only if the role of the specialized agencies was preserved. 33
For its part, the European Council adopted a declaration in favour of global negotiations in June 1981. Like Washington
though, no EEC member state wished to put the role of the specialized agencies in danger. 34
Among the G77 members invited to the summit there was a degree of consensus on the need to redistribute the powers of
the specialized financial agencies and on the need to launch global negotiations. Moreover, the African states invited to
Cancun decided to coordinate their position (Algeria would be in charge during the debate on energy, Nigeria on alimentation,
Tanzania on the financial questions, and the Ivory Coast on commodities).35 Last, during their conference held in Melbourne
at the beginning of October, the heads of state of the Commonwealth – seven of them were to attend the summit – approved a
declaration in favour of Cancun: ‘Cancun would make a bold start by putting international economic cooperation on a new
and constructive course, and that it would unequivocally reaffirm the commitment to Global Negotiations, thus giving a much
needed political impetus to those Negotiations.’36

The summit
The summit began on 22 October in the morning and concluded the following day. The heads of state and government were
accompanied by a delegation of ten people maximum. In general, the delegation included the minister of foreign affairs,
diplomatic advisers, and the personal translator of the head of state. The presidents stayed in the same hotel (the Sheraton)
where the summit took place. The Sheraton was a sort of island, completely closed; the security measures were impressive.
The debate took place ‘dans un salle-bunker, au sous-sol d’un hôtel-bunker au cœur d’une ville-bunker’, Jacques Attali, the
French president’s diplomatic advisor and G7s personal representative, wrote, quite impressed.37
The organization of the talks was similar to the G7 meeting in Rambouillet. Only two advisors could accompany the heads
of state during the sessions and they were seated behind them. It was noted: ‘No other persons will be allowed to enter or
remain in the Conference room during sessions.’38 The press was not permitted in the Sheraton but stayed nearby. ‘A
maximum of 30 members of the press and media from each participating country will be accredited by the Secretariat.’ 39 The
press was briefed by national delegations every two or three hours.
The days were divided into four sessions; every session lasted three hours and was centred around one debate. The time was
too short for deep discussion, as the European Commission pointed out:
l’organisation qui a été retenue exclut toute possibilité de discussion approfondie sur des thèmes précis, et donc tout espoir
de progrès concrets. Coincé entre les 22 déclarations liminaires et l’examen du résumé des co-présidents, l’échange de vues
réel sur les quatre grands domaines retenus sera nécessairement très bref. Il sera encore écourté par le temps qui sera
naturellement consacré à de multiples réunions bilatérales. Le Sommet de Cancun aura donc comme principal mérite celui
d’avoir lieu.40
There were two official dinners, but the rest of the time the heads of state or the ministers of foreign affairs were free to see
each other in restricted meetings. Thus, Cancun was not only a summit in itself, but also allowed for a number of bilateral
meetings. If every delegation, however, wanted to meet with all the other delegations, then this would have led to a total of
231 bilateral meetings, as a note from the European Commission underlined.41 Luckily only Reagan met with all the heads of
state of the developing countries and the general secretary of the UN. The other leaders planned only two or three bilateral
gatherings. Mitterrand, for example, only met Indira Gandhi, the Indian prime minister, and Chadli Benjedid, the Algerian
president. Before the summit he had talks with Reagan at Yorktown, Virginia, on 18 October, and Lopez Portillo in Mexico
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China and eventually Mexico.42
These bilateral meetings had the same importance as the plenary discussions, especially for Washington, whose aim was
not to be isolated in Cancun. It was the United States’ hope that these bilateral talks would be an opportunity to explain the
policy of the new administration to the other participants,

Copyright @ 2014. Routledge.
All rights reserved. May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or applicable copyright law.

thereby helping to achieve our objectives for the Summit itself. There are three reasons for this [Haig writes to Reagan]:
• most of our Summit objectives are best achieved outside the plenary. Even the objectives which must be achieved in the
plenary will benefit from your presentation in a personal meeting;
• the other heads of state or government, where they differ from you, are less likely to criticize your policies in the plenary
if they have talked about them with you in private;
• the outcome of the Summit will be determined at least as much by press commentary as by actual results; we can use the
bilaterals to demonstrate to the public and other countries your interest in and sensitivity to developing countries. 43
On the first day of the summit there was an important change of plan. Kreisky could not come to Cancun because he was ill,
and Pierre Elliot Trudeau, the Canadian prime minister was appointed co-president of the summit.44 The German chancellor,
as well as the Brazilian, Ivoirian and Bangladeshi presidents, were absent too (the first three for health reasons and the last one
because of domestic political reasons).
The days, if the reports are to be trusted, passed without any major diplomatic incidents. In spite of some moments of
tension, the leaders were able to discuss matters openly. Only the first session was particularly formal, with every leader
making an official statement. Thereafter talks became more informal and fluid, with leaders calling one another by their first
names. The heads of state talked, listened and discussed with each other. As the Canadian delegation noted:
Perhaps most active participants … were Reagan himself (as Haig frankly said to press, it was clear President had done his
homework); Nyerere who intervened frequently and effectively in response to Reagan – and clearly made favorable
impression on him and others. Mrs. Thatcher who was even blunter in private, particularly concerning competences of
specialized agencies, and Mrs. Gandhi who spoke in moderate but effective and frank manner.… Shagary, President of
Nigeria, spoke at length as African spokesman on food and agriculture, but was less comfortable with give-and-take. Suzuki
likewise found it difficult to move beyond presentation of lengthy prepared texts. Surprisingly however Chinese did make
some effort to join in – particularly in reminding Reagan that despite their “collectivist” agricultural system, they were
close to feeding population of one billion. FRG (in absence of Schmidt) were not expected to play major role – although
Genscher was effective; Mitterrand played surprisingly lowprofile role.45
In order to stimulate the debate some weeks before the summit, Austria sent a proposal for a ‘programme for the
improvement of infrastructure and basic economic sectors in developing countries’,46 and Sweden prepared a paper covering
all the four topics of the summit which eventually could be used for the summary of the co-presidents. 47 Even Brandt and
Shridat Ramphal, (a member of the Brandt Commission and general secretary of the Commonwealth), wrote to the leaders
invited to Cancun encouraging them to take a positive decision on global negotiations. They also suggested that the
organization of other summits be modelled on that of Cancun. The most important contribution, however, came from
Mitterrand. Several days before the meeting he sent a letter to the co-presidents in which he proposed focusing the talks on
two questions – namely, the creation of an energy affiliate to the World Bank and the opening of global negotiations before
the end of the year.48

The Talks
The quality of the talks in the four sessions was very different. The most successful discussions were those on food and
agriculture, as the entire session was used to debate these issues and the participants achieved a degree of consensus. On the
other questions it was more difficult to reach a common accord on many points. Key factors in this were the lengthy
discussions held by the leaders on global negotiations and the time devoted to preparing the summit summary by the
co-presidents and other summit participants.

Food, security and agricultural development
In the summary published by the co-presidents at the end of the summit the fight against hunger was given priority. The
developing countries had to become self-sufficient, but they needed help from the international community and they had to
adopt food strategies including all the production’s factors. Food aid had to be exceptional and temporary, and it should not be
an obstacle to national agricultural development. The Algerian proposal to eradicate hunger before the end of the century was
approved.

Energy
The debate on energy focused on the creation of an affiliate of the World Bank which would help the developing states to
develop their respective energy sectors. France and the European states in general, as well as Canada and the developing
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countries, were in favour of this option. The position of the OPEC countries was ambiguous, the key country being Saudi
Arabia. On one hand, the oil-producing countries did not want to focus on the talks on energy, but on the other they were
interested in the proposal for the creation of the Energy Affiliate, as in it the division of votes would be more favourable to
them than in the IMF or the World Bank. The United States, however, was hostile to the project; Washington did not want
another international organization established, and neither did it want to start a discussion on the division of votes in the
specialized financial agencies. So the summary of the co-presidents only stated that the energy problem was global and not
just a North–South issue because there were oil-producing countries among the industrialized states. It furthered said that the
development of new and renewable sources of energy needed to be emphasized. The Algerian proposal of a long-term plan for
the exploration of energy resources in the developing countries was mentioned. The summary also specified the need for
increased energy investment from both private and official sources in developing countries, as was stressed during the
discussions on energy. In this context, the summary said mentioned that some states defended the idea of an Energy Affiliate.
Mitterrand protested against this formulation because in his opinion there was an agreement in Cancun on the creation of the
affiliate and the summary did not reflect this.49

Commodities, industrialization, and financial and monetary issues
The exchange of views on commodities, trade and industrialization revealed the deep differences among
les tenants du libre jeu des forces du marché – éventuellement compensé par des système de stabilisation des recettes
d’exportation – et ceux qui considèrent comme primordiale la nécessité de stabiliser, par des mécanismes appropriés, les
cours des produits de base.50
The developing countries, especially the African ones, insisted on the conclusion of international agreements for the
stabilization of raw materials prices. In the summary of the co-presidents mention is made of ‘the slow progress in
implementing the UNCTAD Integrated Program for Commodities, particularly in the negotiation of new commodity
agreements, … and the need to complete procedures for bringing the Common Fund into operation’. 51 The heads of state
acknowledged the need to improve the generalized system of preferences, and to resist protectionist pressures.
The talks on financial and monetary issues showed the differences of approach. The developing countries presented their
complaints about the specialized agencies (conditionality not suited for their conditions, insufficient use of the special drawing
rights by IMF, decision-making process, etc.), and about the economic, monetary and financial policy of the industrialized
countries. The discussion focused on the very serious situation of the developing countries’ balance of payments. The Western
countries, for their part, defended the autonomy of the specialized agencies. At the end of the session it was clear that financial
and monetary issues were among the most delicate and difficult questions of the North–South dialogue. 52

Global negotiations
The leaders spent a lot of time discussing global negotiations. In his opening address Reagan asked that there be no massive
transfer of resources, and insisted on the autonomy of the specialized agencies, the preservation of the vote’s division inside
the same agencies, and the non-political character of the negotiations on the specialized agencies.53
A Canadian compromise which would have set a procedure for the opening of global negotiations was turned down by
some developing states because they could not accept that part of the negotiations would not be held at the United Nations. 54
So the summary simply says: ‘The Heads of State and Government confirmed the desirability of supporting at the UN, with a
sense of urgency, a consensus to launch Global Negotiations on a basis to be mutually agreed and in circumstances offering
the prospect of meaningful progress.’55
The Canadians deeply regretted the failure of their proposal:
Canadian wording, which was more specific in underlining next step in process and overall framework of understanding
would in our view have been preferable. This would have necessitated from LDCs, however, some concessions on
competences of specialized agencies and degree of … formal UN role-concessions which they were not prepared to make in
order to tie Americans down. As senior British officials put it, they preferred ‘to pass up one sure trick to try for two or
none’. While Americans seem morally committed to returning to discussions in New York, they clearly consider
themselves far less committed than they would have under Canadian draft.56
The summary was nevertheless still interpreted as minor progress: the British delegation described it as a ‘faintly flickering
green light’.57 Comparing the summary with the Ottawa declaration there were two differences – Reagan accepted that the
discussions should come back to the United Nations and no further preparatory talks were required. The real negotiations were
supposed to begin before the end of the year.
The countries supporting global negotiations, however, made many concessions too. Contrary to the resolution adopted by
the UN General Assembly in 1979, the summary does not recognize the New International Economic Order as the aim of
global negotiations. The idea of creating a new institution was abandoned and the fact that global negotiations had to start on a
basis to be mutually agreed gave Reagan the opportunity to avoid taking part in them. In conclusion, there would not be any
progress unless the Reagan administration decided to accept the United Nations as forum for the negotiations.58
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A successful summit?
Almost all the participants described the summit as a success. They underlined how the leaders took part in the talks; there
was a real will to understand the position of the others. The heads of state stressed the good atmosphere in Cancun: the ‘spirit
of Cancun’, as it was referred to in the press. They pointed out the moderate position of Algeria, the important role of
Trudeau, and the positive attitude of Reagan towards the Third World’s leaders.
The press conferences of the heads of state had a strong national orientation: every leader insisted on some particular topic.
Reagan pointed out how the Americans were not at all isolated in Cancun; Mitterrand contested the idea that Cancun was a
sort of French-American duel and stressed the progress made on the Energy Affiliate and global negotiations. Moreover, the
French delegation underlined how, thanks to the absence of the Soviet Union, the talks could focus on North–South issues.
The importance of global negotiations was reasserted during the summit.59
Trudeau emphasized the progress made on global negotiations, but he also did not hide his disappointment in the failure of
the Canadian proposal. He explained how the fact that the summit could be held with the participation of 22 heads of state of
different origins and political opinions was a success. The heads of state were able to discuss deeply and informally. They
found a consensus on some relevant topics, such as agriculture and food issues, and a compromise was agreed on global
negotiations:
While Canada was somewhat disappointed the Summit could not, in the end, agree on a more specific step forward on
global negotiations we continue to hope that, building on the new and constructive Cancun atmosphere, the momentum
which has developed can lead to agreement on their early launching.60
Margaret Thatcher too maintained that the summit was a success. Facing criticsm from the Labour Party on the lack of
concrete results, she pointed out how the summit was not the place where holding negotiations or taking specific engagements
was called for. In spite of that, there was a certain consensus at the end of the discussions. 61 The German representatives held
similar positions.62 The Algerian president declared that the results of the summit were fair.63 That said, the journal
publishing the declaration of the Algerian president, El Moudjahid, was much more careful in its analysis.64 In general the
international press was not positive about Cancun, the only exception being the Mexican and Canadian journals.
Among the leaders invited to Cancun, João Figueiredo, the Brazilian president, was probably the most skeptical about the
summit.65 Before Cancun, the Brazilian government had two fears: the isolation of the United States because this could lead
to the failure of the meeting, and a too-rigid American position, which would hinder discussion. At the end of the summit, the
Brazilian delegation maintained that, if Reagan had given the impression of partially changing his position on the World Bank
and the IMF, he was intractable on global negotiations. So, ‘Reagan had moved only slightly on basic issues, Thatcher had
somewhat demonstrated her willingness to aid process of global negotiations and Mitterrand had not been particularly positive
on general North-South considerations’.66 In the opinion of the Brazilian delegation the real winner of the summit was the
Mexican president, who has asserted himself as an international statesman (a ‘role never before attained by Mexican leader’);
he was among the few people in the world able to have a friendly relationship with Reagan ‘and yet firmly identified with
third world and its position on global economic issues’.67
The Japanese prime minister, the Saudi delegate, the Guyanese leader and the Ivorian minister of foreign affairs were all
quite happy with the results from Cancun.68 According to the Japanese delegation ‘Cancun has strengthened position of those
in USA Administration with positive views of Global Negotiations’.69 The Ivory Coast minister of foreign affairs complained
only about the lack of progress on raw materials.70 The Guyanese president declared that he had come to Cancun without
great hopes and that he was pleased with the results of the meeting. He especially appreciated that during the talks Reagan had
really listened to his colleagues, ‘the maintenance of some momentum behind concept of Global Negotiations and a good
discussion and clarification of ideas and issues relating to energy’.71
While the leaders described the summit as a success, the international press was disappointed by its results and pointed out
the limits and ambiguities of the summary of the co-presidents. The only partial exceptions were the Canadian and Mexican
press. The Canadian press, probably for national reasons, noted the summit’s results and underlined the positive role of Pierre
Trudeau and his influence on Reagan.72 The Canadian press stressed the positive effects as coming from a mutual knowledge
and a common discussion:
It should not be underestimated that at Cancun leaders from the Third World saw for themselves Ronald Reagan is not
merely a celluloid capitalist reactionary villain, as he is so often portrayed by hostile propaganda; and that Mr. Reagan
learned by close encounter those Third World leaders include dedicated statesmen and intellectuals who are not spongers
haunting the UN’s corridors.73
The Mexican press, for its part, presented the summit in positive terms, even if Reagan’s attitude was often criticized. 74
The Venezuelan press, on the contrary, was quite negative.75 So were the Indian and Chinese press.76 The American press
pointed out how Reagan avoided confrontation, but that he did offer some concessions on global negotiations.77 The British
press was probably the most negative. The Guardian maintained ‘Spirit of Cancun, merely a ghost’.78 In an article in the
Financial Times it was noted: ‘The outcome of the Cancun Summit was so inconclusive that even the participants seem
unsure whether to describe it as a success or failure.’79 The following day an article in the Guardian reaffirmed the paper’s
negative opinion of the summit defining Cancun as ‘a rather expensive form of encounter group therapy’, though it was noted,
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‘group therapy sometimes pays off’.80 The Swedish press concluded that the summit was an opportunity to educate Reagan
about the Third World’s problems; thus, the outcome was deceptive because ‘he is just as unappreciative of the Third World’s
point of view as ever’.81 Last, the French press highlighted how the global negotiations process was still uncertain, because
everything still depended on Reagan.82 In fact, to the journalists it was evident that the summit ended without any precise
commitments. It was more than uncertain that the Reagan administration would change its opinion on global negotiations. The
question was what Reagan would do; would he come back to the United Nations or propose another forum for discussion?
In this context the letter of the Tanzanian president Julius Nyerere, to Trudeau, shows how the positive attitude of the
leaders was a farce. He wrote:
We did not go to Cancun expecting to change the world in two days, so our failure to do that is not an indication of what
may or may not have been achieved. But despite the brave face we have been putting on it in public, I have grave doubts
about whether we really made much headway at all. The American position possibly did move slightly – we shall know for
certain about that within the next few months. But the doubt is there; there was certainly not a clear yes from them on
Global Negotiations, on increased assistance, on a World Bank energy affiliate and no indication at all that they are willing
to discuss reform of the international financial institutions. We have to keep working on them. But is this really all that we
can do?83
He concluded by saying that just as it had been possible to organize the Cancun Summit without the Soviet Union, it should
also be possible to take some initiative without the United States.

Conclusions
A year after Cancun it was clear that the international press was right. The summit was not the first gathering of a new round
of North–South meetings, but the last one. Contrary to what happened with the G7, no leader invited to Cancun was interested
in duplicating the experience – Cancun marked the ending of a period in the North–South relationship. This period had begun
in the 1960s when the Third World started to occupy the United Nations’ institutions. The years 1974–76 saw a peak, with the
adoption of a resolution for a New International Economic Order, the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States and the
Integrated Programme for Commodities.84 Of course the first oil shock played an important role in this process.85 However,
both the context and atmosphere had changed by the beginning of the 1980s. The faith in the Keynesian economic system, in
the state’s regulatory role, in the capacity of political authority to promote reforms was deeply shaken. As Tomlison noted:
In the early 1980s, the Reagan administration in the USA reasserted a strong dollar’s central place in the international
monetary system. As real interest and repayment rates rose, so the boom of inward investment into developing countries
that had been fuelled by the recycling of OPEC balances became the debt crisis that dominated relations between many
developing countries and the international system in the 1980s.86
In fact, the structure of economic power had changed since the 1970s. At that time new economic groups had arrived in the
international arena: the OPEC countries, the East Asian newly industrialized states, West Germany and Japan 87 – not
forgetting the role of the international commercial banks. At the beginning of the 1980s this evolution stopped: the OPEC
countries were in crisis and the South American countries faced default because of the debt crises; Mexico even suspended
payment of its debt in August 1982. The African countries were in deep crisis. The EEC member states, for their part, were
focused on the British contribution to the EEC budget and until that question was resolved in June 1984, the European
Commission could not take new initiatives. In this context global negotiations become a meaningless issue.
The North–South dimension of international relations did not disappear after 1981, but it was much less relevant.
East–West tensions overshadowed the North–South dialogue, and the relationship with the developing countries became
almost exclusively the work of international organizations such as the IMF, the World Bank or even the EEC.
If we consider Cancun to be an example of summitry, however, it must be pointed out that it was part of a process that
started at the beginning of the 1970s, a time when these kinds of meetings were proliferating. In the history of summits,
Cancun is an important step in the relationship between the press and summits – almost 2,000 journalists were in Cancun.
Articles on this summit were published in newspapers all around the world. This, of course, was linked to the growing
attention and public interest in summits. At the same time it is important to stress the gap between those leaders who
considered the summit a success regardless of the results, and the press (or public opinion) which was much more skeptical.
Cancun was also an important step in the process of the growing security of the summits. If at the beginning of the 1970s
summits were organized in small and secluded places like Rambouillet in order to favour intimacy and informality, now the
need for security dominated. The words of Attali in describing the discussions held – ‘dans une salle-bunker, au sous-sol d’un
hôtel-bunker au cœur d’une ville-bunker’ – could well be used as a description of the summits of today. Last but not least,
Cancun – as was the case with other summits – was a symptom of the crisis of the United Nations and its plenary meetings,
and it represented another attempt to find new fora for the North–South dialogue.
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