Kofi Annan’s successor


MR Ban Ki-moon has assumed the office of the UN’s eighth secretary-general at a time when, in the absence of a countervailing force, America is trying to shape the world in its own image. While the Middle East remains the focus of world attention, the sole superpower seems to be advancing its geopolitical interests under the cover of the war on terror. Problems like Kashmir and Palestine remain unsolved and pose a threat to peace, while hundreds of thousands of civilians have died in Iraq and Afghanistan because of UN inaction. In fact, Mr Ban’s tenure could see new theatres of war emerging if the volatile situation in Lebanon continues, and Israel or America decides to use force against Iran. As the UN’s seventh secretary-general, Mr Kofi Annan was called upon to handle such crises as 9/11 and the Anglo-American invasion of Iraq. Even though the UN inspectors led by Mr Hans Blix had reported to the Security Council that it had found no “smoking gun”, the US and Britain still chose to attack Iraq, bypassing the UN. Since then the world body seems to have become a mute spectator of the situation in Iraq, its peacekeeping role having been usurped by the US-led military forces with disastrous consequences.

A man who had risen from UN ranks to become the world body’s secretary-general, Mr Annan seemed unable to make the UN’s presence felt in moments of crisis. Towards the end of his career, Mr Annan had become a bit more assertive and made no attempt to hide his disillusionment with American policies and actions. In a TV interview in October 2004, Mr Annan said that the war in Iraq had not made the world any safer. Many thought the charges of corruption against him and his son in Iraq’s oil-for-food programme were led by lobbies unhappy with his criticism of America’s Iraq policies. Belatedly he also seemed to have become aware of the consequences of the P-5’s veto power as seen in Washington’s frequent use of it to abort Security Council resolutions censuring Israel for rights abuses in Palestine. He thus came up with a two-track UN reforms programme that, among other points, sought to enlarge the Security Council. However, nothing came of it, given the fact that those who really mattered wouldn’t like to give up their veto power.

Mr Ban faces many challenges, the first and foremost being the overriding need to restore the UN’s prestige and position as the forum for resolving conflicts among nations according to the principles of the UN Charter. He must focus his attention on ending the massacres in Iraq, maintaining the country’s unity, securing the withdrawal of foreign forces, and reviving the Arab-Israeli peace process, which has remained frozen because of America’s and Israel’s refusal to talk to the elected Hamas government. Similarly, he must do all he can to find a peaceful solution to Iran’s nuclear question so as to pre-empt the use of force by the US and/or Israel. Above all, he must try to secure member states’ consensus on the reforms proposed by his predecessor. The “three pillars of the UN” — security, development and human rights — he spoke of need strengthening. Weak countries are still subjected to aggression by big powers, the vast majority of people in the world still live in poverty, and rights abuses are to be found not just in countries under dictatorships but also in Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo.

