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There is a range of reforms the UN can undertake without posing a threat to the prevailing world order. Such internal reforms can go a long way in helping the UN use its resources more wisely and win the confidence of the international community to potentially secure more leverage

Many analysts hold that the prevailing global order is dysfunctional because of its paramount principle of nation states pursuing their self-interests. This, they believe, leads to conflicts all over the world. While the United Nations’ survival under the circumstances is itself remarkable, there are pressing demands on the world body to undertake institutional reform so that is becomes more effective in altering the conflict-prone world order. 

There have been several attempts to reform the UN system over past decades. As a result the UN is no longer just a conference-organising entity. Today it has a $5 billion peacekeeping budget and 80,000 peacekeepers in the field. The number of UN personnel currently on peacekeeping missions is more than double the number of the staff employed by its Secretariat in New York. The expenditure on peacekeeping amounts to more than half of all UN spending. 

But despite its increasing presence on the ground, the UN was unable to prevent the US invasion of Afghanistan or Iraq. There has also been mounting criticism of the UN’s management of the oil-for-food programme in Iraq and allegations of sexual abuse by UN peacekeepers in Congo. 

Therefore the UN system needs significant reform to enable it to fulfil growing demands of the international community. Countries like India, Brazil, Japan and Germany have long been seeking permanent seats in the UN Security Council and the right to veto that goes with such membership. Also there are proposals to increase the number of Security Council members from 15 to 24 and setting out clearer rules on when it can authorise use of military force. Other pressing demands for UN reform concern its ability to secure more funding and improve coordination between its environment and development assistance agencies. 

Responding to such diverse demands for reform is not easy. Many of the UN’s inefficiencies owe to a direct clash of interests among member states. For example, the US, the only military superpower in the world today, and trans-national corporations are said to want a weak UN with a limited budget that is incapable of much interference in global economic issues. Many other developed and developing nations and civil society organisations, however, want a stronger UN which can provide them an ideal platform to engage in multilateral policy making. Even the reconstitution of the Security Council poses problems. 

It is hard to predict whether the UN system will be able to transcend this tussle between contending interests of nation states. Instead of pinning all hopes on achieving consensus among member states, there is a range of reforms the UN can undertake without posing a threat to the prevailing world order. Such internal reforms can go a long way in helping the UN use its resources more wisely and win the confidence of the international community to potentially secure more leverage in altering the conflict-prone world order. 

In this regard, proposals presented by the secretary general last month to strengthen management, oversight and accountability of the UN Secretariat deserve careful consideration. 

Several glaring problems in the UN Secretariat require attention. The human resources management framework of the UN, for one, was designed for a largely headquarters-based environment. However, currently more than half of the 30,000 UN staff is serving in the field. Unfortunately, the UN system has been unable to integrate its field staff into its management system even though the UN increasingly depends on their skills and experience. It has been recommended that field-based postings be made a prerequisite for promotion. 

The UN’s increasingly complex mandates require it to respond in an integrated way to a range of global security, disaster relief and development needs. Independent studies indicate that the UN can perform the implied tasks at a lower cost than nations working on their own or through ad hoc coalitions. But the UN still needs better management systems capable of handling large, complex multidisciplinary operations with increasingly high budgets. The UN already spends almost $20 billion a year but its budgeting process is still insufficiently strategic; with more than 150 separate trust funds and 37 distinct peacekeeping accounts. The highly fragmented financial management process needs to be more integrated, expedient and transparent. 

The UN’s recruitment process is too slow. On average, it takes 174 days from the time a vacancy announcement is issued to the time a candidate is selected. Geographical distribution and gender balance in UN hiring is not up to the mark. The proportion of women working at the UN at professional levels is at around 38 per cent. Targets for increasing recruitment from un-represented and under-represented member states have only been met by a fifth of UN Secretariat departments. Moreover, vital positions in key locations remain vacant far too long. This has an adverse impact on the UN’s ability to carry out its mandated functions.

The secretary general has recently formed another panel consisting of 18 world leaders, including the prime minister of Pakistan, to help propose a broader set of reforms to improve UN efficiency and coherence in dealing with humanitarian assistance and environmental issues. These recommendations are to be submitted to the UN General Assembly for approval in the next session. 

One hopes that the concurrent internal and external compulsions for UN reform impart the required momentum to make a discernable impact — enabling the UN system to stabilise the world order, making it more peaceful and equitable. 
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