Change of guard at the UN
By Ghayoor Ahmed

THE foreign minister of South Korea, Ban Ki-Moon, will take over as the new secretary-general of the United Nations on January 1, 2007. He will have to deal with multiple and complex issues facing the contemporary world. It remains to be seen if Ban Ki-Moon, with his extensive experience of bilateral and multilateral diplomacy, will be able to tackle them incisively, re-orient the world body and set new goals.

Regrettably, with one or two exceptions, all the predecessors of Ban Ki-Moon have been a dismal failure. The veto-wielding five permanent members of the UN Security Council never allowed them the freedom to take initiatives on their own in international affairs for fear that it could jeopardise their national interests. They deliberately undermined the position of the secretary-general by declaring him as “chief administrative officer” of the organisation meaning thereby that his role is purely of an administrative nature.

It is also worth mentioning that the present permanent representative of the United States to the UN, John Bolton, who is believed to have played a key role in getting Ban Ki-Moon elected to the coveted post of secretary-general, also sees him as a “chief administrative officer” which indicates that, like his predecessors, he will also not be allowed to take important diplomatic initiatives for the redemption of the UN for its past failures.

It is, however, necessary to mention that according to the UN Charter the secretary-general is the top official of the organisation who has been assigned multifarious responsibilities under Article VIII. He is the symbol of the UN to the world, particularly as its foremost international mediator and peacemaker. The secretary-general also draws the world’s attention to global issues, from development to disarmament. One of the secretary-general’s main responsibility is to bring to the attention of the Security Council any problem which threatens international pace and security. To help resolve disputes, the secretary-general may also carry out mediation, or exercise “quiet diplomacy” behind the scenes. It is, therefore, unfair if he is relegated to the role of an administrative officer of the organisation.

Unfortunately, the unipolar world and single power hegemony have made the job of the secretary-general extremely difficult and cumbersome. In the wake of 9/11, the United States wants unconstrained authority to control the affairs of the United Nations. This has aggravated the situation. It may, however, be mentioned that greater awareness in Africa and Asia and the admission of a large number of new countries to the United Nations from these continents has completely changed the balance of influence.

The UN Charter reaffirms the principle of equal rights of nations regardless of their size, military and economic power. These countries will certainly oppose any move by the United States to dominate the world body to advance its global geo-political interests. Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez’s speech at the 61st General Assembly Session criticising the United States for consolidating its system of world domination and accusing the United Nations of failing to live up to its charter should be seen as the writing on the wall.

If the UN is to be prevented from meeting the fate of the League of Nations the new secretary-general will have to show great perseverance and take decisive steps, even if they are not palatable to the United States and the other big powers. He should not allow his official conduct to be influenced by those who want to make the UN subservient to their whims. He is only answerable to the United Nations for his actions.

Since its establishment in 1945, the United Nations lived in the grip of the Cold War which prevented it from fulfilling its core objective of the maintenance of international peace and security. It was widely criticised for its poor performance. It is, therefore, of vital importance to make the United Nations a more effective instrument for pursuing all its objectives as enshrined in the charter.

Major structural changes in the existing UN system are also needed to enable the apex world body to keep pace with the fast changing world environment. The new secretary-general will have to intensify its efforts to achieve a comprehensive reform of the United Nations, in all its aspects, so that it can play a central role in the protection of international peace and security. He will also have to focus his attention on other related issues. These include, among other things, counter-terrorism, nuclear non-proliferation, conflicts between and within states, human rights, transnational organised crimes, poverty alleviation and the role of sanctions.

Given the large increase in the number of UN member-states since 1945, especially developing countries, as well as the changes in international relations, the United Nations and its Security Council, in particular, need to be reformed. The aspirants for permanent seats in the Security Council have launched a worldwide campaign to garner support for the expansion of the body.

For obvious reasons, the expansion and reform of the Security Council should not lead to new centres of privileges and should be in accordance with the principle of equitable geographical representation and based on the sovereign equality of member states. The entire process of reform should be aimed at making the working procedures of the United Nations and the Security Council more transparent and participatory. Similarly, the concept of veto is an anachronism which negates the democratic norms of the United Nations. There is near consensus on the need to curtail if not eliminate it altogether.

The United Nations, as an international organisation, is sustained and directed by its members. It cannot act independently to determine the course of action to respond to the daunting challenges faced by the world. The most important prerequisite for making the world body a more effective and vibrant institution is the unwavering commitment of its members to fulfil their obligations to the promotion of objectives set out in the charter.

It is also necessary to harmonise the collective interests of the member states otherwise it would adversely affect the functional capability of the organisation and erode its credibility as an institution that was established to promote and safeguard the common interests of its members. It is equally important that members give their unstinting support to the secretary-general so that he can carry out his responsibilities in a manner that is commensurate with the challenges facing the contemporary world.
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