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“IT is not the Soviet Union, or, indeed, any of the big powers who need the UN for their protection; it is all the others. In this sense, the organisation is first of all their organisation,” Dag Hammarskjöld, the greatest secretary general the United Nations has had, declared shortly before he died.
He warned that “those whose reactions to the work of the organisation hamper its development, or reduce its possibilities of effective action, may have to shoulder the responsibility for a return to a state of affairs which governments had already found too dangerous after the First World War.”

In fact, the situation today is far worse than at any time in modern history. There was always a nucleus of great powers that, to a considerable extent, acted as a check on one another’s excesses. In today’s unipolar world, no such check exists and the UN has become an instrument in the hands of the United States to promote its own national interests.

Must the rest of the world, especially the smaller countries, become passive spectators of the UN’s tragic and dangerous decline? To be realistic, every country of significance tries to avoid alienating the sole, surviving superpower, the US. That holds good also for its erstwhile adversaries, Russia and China. Witness their stands on Libya.

The UN has been through various phases in the 65 years of its existence. Its first secretary general Trygve Lie had no scruples about secretly collaborating with the FBI in order to ensure that the secretariat hired no Americans with communist sympathies. The Soviet Union boycotted him and he resigned.

No secretary general can afford to, or should, wantonly antagonise any of the major countries; especially the US. But he has a wide area of activity in which he can negotiate and manoeuvre to promote the interests of the UN and of peace and justice.The smaller countries cannot do much to amend the ways of the Security Council or the General Assembly. Truth to tell, time there was when they banded together to push through resolutions of doubtful value in the assembly. Today, the US dominates, both, the assembly as well as the Council. It also has a powerful voice in the appointment of the secretary general.

Ban Ki-moon has fully lived up to the expectations of its powerful supporter.

A few years ago, a high-power panel recognised, as James Traub puts it in his book The Best Intentions, a revealing work on the UN, that in “the era of American power”, the UN “would never again regain its lost legitimacy unless the secretariat, its operational arm, could be seen as an effective organisation — which it plainly wasn’t”.

Traub is realistic enough to recognise that however gifted he may be, the political space available to a secretary general depends on “the willingness of the members to have him play” an active independent role.

That is what the UN Charter envisages. Article 6 of the Covenant of the League of Nations made the secretary general, a mere head of the secretariat, a head clerk. Article 99 of the UN Charter endows him with independent power. “The secretary general may bring to the attention of the Security Council any matter which in his opinion may threaten the maintenance of international peace and security.”

Article 97 provides that he “shall be appointed by the General Assembly upon the recommendation of the Security Council”.

On Jan 24, 1946, the assembly passed Resolution 11 (1) curtailing its own free choice and reducing itself to a rubber stamp of the Security Council. Para 4 (d) said: “It would be desirable for the Security Council to proffer one candidate only for the consideration of the General Assembly, and for debate on the nomination in the General Assembly to be avoided. Both nomination and appointment should be discussed at private meetings, and a vote in either the Security Council or the General Assembly, if taken, should be by secret ballot.”

The better course is for the Security Council to recommend a panel of names for the assembly to choose from. A highly respected former UN under-secretary general, Sir Brian Urquhart, called the present selection process “murky and sordid”.

Two NGOs, the World Federalist Movement and the US–UNO, whose report was signed by ambassador Thomas Pickering, a highly regarded American diplomat, urged a panel of names for the assembly to choose from.

In 1997, the General Assembly’s Resolution 51/241 made tentative moves in the direction of reform. Things began moving.

On Feb 16, 2006, the Security Council Report published a special research report entitled Appointment of a New Secretary General.

In the same month, Canada initiated a discussion in the General Assembly on the appointment process by circulating a paper.

There were significant points in common between the assembly’s 1997 and this paper, especially on the issue of involving both, the president of the assembly and the Security Council, in the appointment process.

Dissatisfaction with the 1946 resolution was increasing and moves began for its repeal. The Non-Aligned Movement adopted a formal position that the next secretary general should be selected from the Asian region. This was communicated to the council by the chair of the NAM Coordinating Bureau, ambassador Hamidon Ali of Malaysia on April 21, 2006. A draft resolution was prepared. Its most significant feature was a proposal that the Security Council “will proffer two or more well-qualified candidates for the consideration of the General Assembly”. Discussion in both places to be held “at closed meeting” and a vote, if taken, should be by secret ballot.

If the countries outside the charmed circle of the five permanent members of the Security Council unitedly push through this proposal in the assembly, repealing its resolution of 1946, they will be infusing some life in the United Nations in the only way that is still open to them.

The writer is an author and a lawyer.

