Task before the next UN chief
By Ghayoor Ahmed

THE UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s second five-year term expires on December 31 this year and the race to succeed him has already begun.

The consensus at the United Nations is that based on the principle of regional rotation, the next secretary general of the United Nations should be from Asia. The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation has also declared its support for this proposal.

As of now, the four declared Asian candidates for the post of secretary-general hail from Sri Lanka, Thailand, South Korea and India. The possibility of more countries joining in cannot be ruled out. It may be recalled that the UN General Assembly’s resolution, adopted in 1997, provides that in appointing a secretary-general due regard must also be given to gender equality and, therefore, it is possible that some countries may field women candidates for the coveted post.

Under a well-established convention, the permanent members of the UN Security Council (UNSC) do not field their candidates for the secretary general’s post. Also, according to a time-honoured tradition, the post in question has not been held so far by any of the world’s major political or economic powers which, evidently, makes the Indian candidature incompatible with the long-standing practice.

It is not, clear as to why India has taken a calculated risk on this issue. India also seems to fear that the five veto- wielding permanent members of the (Security Council) may block its candidature and, therefore, it has initiated a resolution that calls upon the Council to provide a slate of two or more well qualified candidates for the consideration of the General Assembly.

Apparently, by moving this resolution India is seeking to deprive the five permanent Council members from having a final say in the selection of the secretary general. It may be mentioned that traditionally the Security Council recommends only one name for the post of secretary general which is usually approved by it. It is unlikely that the it will be willing to abdicate its power to the General Assembly for the selection of secretary general.

In recent years, the United Nations has been severely criticised for its poor performance, and scepticism is growing about its usefulness as a multilateral institution. This criticism basically stems from the failure of the organisation to address contemporary challenges but it also reflects the dismal performance of the secretary general who, it must be conceded, instead of harmonising the interests of all member-states showed, on a number of occasions, scant regard for their common good and negated the fundamental UN principle of multilateralism.

The secretary-general is described by the UN charter as the “chief administrative officer” of the organisation. Some people interpret it to mean that the secretary general’s role is purely of an administrative nature. This however, is a misleading view. The fact of the matter is that the secretary-general is a symbol of the United Nations’ ideals and a spokesman for the interests of the world’s peoples. This is in keeping with the original vision of US President Franklin D Roosevelt that the United Nations should be headed by a “world moderator”.

Regrettably, the major powers, the United States in particular, look for a compliant secretary-general so that they may use the United Nations to advance their national interests without any hindrance. These powers have deliberately undermined the position of the secretary-general, eroding his confidence to act independently.

It is, therefore, necessary to redefine the role and powers of the secretary-general in the charter with a view to enhancing his ability to deal with emerging challenges and complex emergencies. An overwhelming majority of UN member-states favours the secretary-general playing a stronger role to maximise his effectiveness.

At present there are no established criteria to determine the suitability of a candidate offered by a member-state for the post of secretary general. It is, therefore, necessary to establish a formal set of ‘candidate qualities’ to provide guidance to the member-states when nominating a candidate for the top position in the world body.

Needless to say, it is necessary to put more premium on the competence and integrity of a prospective candidate for UN secretary-generalship than on other extraneous considerations. The proposed candidate should not only possess the necessary managerial qualities to enable him to perform his job efficiently, he should also be possess the qualities of statesmanship. He should be assertive and not forced to play a subservient role. He should be of impeccable integrity and remain impartial in a range of situations.

Unfortunately, the unipolar world and single power hegemony has made the job of secretary-general more difficult. Therefore, he must show extra perseverance and take courageous decisions to address the extraordinary challenges and situations facing the international community, even at the risk of being in the bad books of the big powers that have made the United Nations almost subservient to their whims. He must, at all costs, uphold the values that the United Nations was created for. As international civil servant he answerable only to the United Nations for his actions. 

The secretary-general is appointed for a five-year term. However, previous secretaries-general have usually served two consecutive terms. Canada has, however, proposed a single five or seven- year term thereby ruling out a second term for the secretary general. The permanent representative of Canada to the UN, Allan Rock, has argued that, “by ruling out a second term, member-states would remove any basis for suggestion that the secretary-general’s conduct was influenced by expectations of re- appointment.” The Canadian suggestion merits careful consideration. It would be difficult to implement the proposal in question this year but it should be made part of the rolling agenda of UN reforms.

The promotion of effectiveness and efficiency of the United Nations with a view to accomplishing the purposes and principles of set out in its charter and the universal declaration of human rights is the primary responsibility of the secretary-general.

To achieve the desired objective it is necessary to make the UN a more vibrant and agile institution which indeed is a colossal task. However, a secretary-general, with outstanding qualities, can play a significant role in making the organization far more effective than it is today. He will also have to strive relentlessly to ensure that international relations are governed by universally accepted rules.
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